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Accredited US zoos aim to support wildlife conservation and educate and influence the
public and create a conservation-minded community by curating immersive multispecies
experiences. In this case study, I examine how zoos may practice conservation through the
frameworks of biopower, spectacle, affect, and mainstream conservation paradigms. To conduct
this research, I interviewed 10 zoo staff from the animal, education, development, and retail
departments of a Midwestern zoo. Their rhetoric about zoos and how they practice conservation
suggests that zoo staff aim to generate affective responses from guests by displaying animals in
managed care. These affective responses that staff hope to generate have the potential to elicit
behavioral changes in the public, such as making responsible consumer choices and donating to
the zoo or to other conservation organizations. I conclude that these practices are examples of
mainstream (neoliberalized) modes of conservation, which is conservation that is compatible
with larger capitalist structures.
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CHAPTER I
INTRODUCTION
American zoological gardens and aquariums are, for many, captivating places to observe
and experience animals. Zoos offer a singular experience that not many institutions can boast:
people can encounter, enjoy, and learn about animal species while supporting conservation.1
Zoogoers can travel the world and be transported into nature without stepping foot outside of
their city. A zoogoer can see, hear, smell, touch, and learn about exotic species of animals that
they would otherwise likely never encounter in person. America’s 200+ zoos and aquariums
accredited by the Association of Zoos and Aquariums are visited by more than 180 million
Americans annually (Association of Zoos and Aquariums, 2020); this number does not include
unaccredited zoos or zoos accredited by other organizations. To put this number into perspective,
this is more visitors than the number of people who attend NFL, NBA, NHL, and MLB games
annually (Association of Zoos and Aquariums, 2020). Approximately 800,000 animals, made up
of 6,000 species, of which 1,000 are threatened or endangered, live in these zoos and aquariums
(Association of Zoos and Aquariums, 2020).

1

Sanctuaries can offer a similar experience, but the variety of animal species is typically not comparable, along with
the staff count, monetary resources, and public reach. At least where GHZ is located, there are few sanctuaries/rehab
centers and they are very small, run by volunteers, they can house a limited number of animals, are not well-known,
and do not have the tourist draw like the zoo.
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Contemporary accredited American zoos have become self-proclaimed institutions of
conservation, which is a far cry from their origins as menageries, or “collections of captive wild
animals” (Kreger and Hutchins 2010). Private menageries date back to 3000 BC – 1456 AD in
Mesopotamia, Egypt, China, and possibly India as well as ancient Greece and Rome, Persia, and
then Medieval Europe (Foster 1999; Kisling 2001; Rothfels 2002). Exotic-type animals in cages
were exhibited in menageries where the animals satisfied the curiosities of the wealthy and
politically powerful (Foster 1999; Kreger and Hutchins 2010; Rothfels 2002).
According to sociologist David Grazian (2015), the nature/culture binary “historically
served as a dominant organizing principle” for the development of American zoos, which
“continues to guide zoo operations today” (3). The first U.S. zoos (e.g., Central Park Zoo,
Lincoln Park Zoo, Philadelphia Zoo) were established in the late 19th and early 20th centuries
when industrialization and urban development became prominent in the U.S. and people sought
respite from urban life (Grazian 2015). These zoos were “designed to serve as idyllic oases of
nature protected from surrounding downtown business districts and immigrant neighborhoods”
as people were becoming more alienated from rural living (Grazian 2015, 3).2 Writing about
zoos as social institutions in the Anthropocene, Grazian (2015) argues that zoos “force their
participants to reflect on their relationship to a larger social world and their place within it” (10).
The main goals of contemporary AZA-accredited (Association of Zoos and Aquariums)
institutions, beginning in the 1970s and increasingly after 1992 with the UN’s Earth Summit
conference (Zimmermann 2010), are to support species conservation and influence zoogoers to
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The idea that urban life is devoid of nature is misplaced, however, since humans along with all of the other
lifeforms dwelling in urban environments are nature, too (Grazian 2015). As Grazian (2015) points out, “the city is a
jungle” (5).
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contribute to conservation efforts through education and guest experiences (Braverman 2012a;
Cain and Meritt 2005; Hacker and Miller 2016). Contemporary zoos involve ex situ conservation
(conservation that exists off-site, outside of natural habitats), as opposed to in situ conservation
(on-site or inside natural habitats) (Braverman 2014a); however, zoos do partner with
organizations to assist with in situ efforts and some zoos do conduct in situ field projects with
local species. Conservation in zoos is social on one level because zoos make choices about how
conservation (at the scientific level) can be made possible in the first place, either economically
or politically. Every year, more than $230 million is spent by AZA-accredited zoos to support
field conservation projects alone, which benefit “more than 800 species in 130 countries” (The
Association of Zoos and Aquariums, 2020). Zoos claim to educate visitors in matters of species
conservation, as they are one of the few places in urban America where the public can
experience native and non-native species in person, learn more about these animals, and,
theoretically, grow to care for them and consequentially impact conservation efforts.
This thesis argues that discourses about conservation from a group of zoo staff
demonstrate a set of values and norms that align with various theoretical analyses of
contemporary mainstream conservation. I examine captivity as a form of biopolitical
governance, how zoo animals function as spectacles (consumable images) that connect zoogoers
to animals to both educate and influence conservation efforts, how affect generation and
environmental subject-making can lead to conservation, and how neoliberal conservation plays a
role in how zoos operate. I chose to use these frameworks because they encapsulate how
contemporary zoos conserve in a capitalist reality where their education and conservation goals
are met through the governance and subsequent sensory and monetary consumption of nature,
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the creation of a community who wants to help nature, and the procurement of capital to fund
conservation.
My research suggests that the care and management of captive animals in zoos for the
purpose of conservation is an expression of biopower because according to zoo staff, zoo
animals are being made to live to maintain species populations. Ultimately this biopower is
exercised as pastoral power, or a power of care, for animals (Braverman 2012a). The production
of affective feelings in zoogoers toward zoo animals, because of the sensory consumption of the
spectacle of the animal on display, is an important facet of how my interlocutors see zoos
facilitating conservation. This phenomenon of affect generation is, in part, built on image
consumption, which acts to fund conservation in a neoliberal world. If a zoo guest sees/visually
consumes (or hears, touches, smells) an animal at a zoo, the zoo guest can potentially have an
affective response to the animal and decide to make a behavioral change or make a donation to
the zoo or to a partner in situ organization. Zoo employees aim to inspire zoogoers to be involved
in conservation, which is where their thoughts demonstrate how biopower, the creation of the
spectacle, affect generation, environmental subject-making, and neoliberal realities converge to
facilitate conservation. The analyses of these theoretical frameworks applied to zoo rhetoric and
practices help explain how zoos conserve and educate the public.
Zoos are a nexus linking humans with nature; they are sites of human-animal encounters
and entanglements. The relationships that form between humans and zoo animals have profound
impacts for how humans view, learn about, and contribute financially to wildlife conservation.
Zoos are one of the few places where humans encounter hundreds of species of wild animals all
in one place, so a zoo’s value as an institution is that it connects humans with wildlife in ways
that go beyond images and text. Seeing, hearing, touching, and smelling the animals has a
4

different effect compared to seeing images of animals mediated by screens. These close
encounters can foster a mutually beneficial relationship where the human sees the animal and is
compelled to help their species.
Through an anthropological lens of human-animal relations studies, this thesis
qualitatively examines how zoo staff from one mid-sized American zoo speak about their
contributions to conservation through practices of animal care, maintenance, and display as well
as guest education and influence. For the purposes of anonymity, I use the pseudonym “Grand
Hill Zoo” (abbreviated as GHZ) to refer to my fieldsite, which is a private nonprofit institution
located in a mid-sized Midwestern city. To research the institutional perspective of this zoo, I
interviewed zoo employees in various departments, including the animal, conservation,
development, education, and merchandise departments. Because I worked at the GHZ during the
summers of 2019 and 2020, I was able to become more familiar with the zoo in person, which
helped to create some context for my data analysis. Immersed in the multispecies space of the
zoo as an observer, I connected zoo rhetoric, events, and practices to ideas present in critical
animal studies and conservation literature, such as characterizing animals as nature spectacles,
the sensitive nature of captivity and breeding operations, neoliberal environmentality, and the
ubiquity of consumption in zoos.
Grand Hill Zoo is an AZA-accredited zoo, one of five in the Midwestern state, and AZAaccredited zoos include conservation as one of their main goals. According to Parreñas (2018),
the AZA is the “leading standard-bearer of animal management in North America…standards are
high, and less than 10% of animal exhibitors licensed by the USDA are accredited by the AZA”
(220). According to GHZ’s mission statement on their website, their main goal is to “inspire the
community to be actively engaged in the conservation of wildlife and the natural environment.”
5

GHZ claims that “700,000 people are reached annually with wildlife and conservation
messages,” so the community impact of this zoo is significant.
Although there is an abundance of literature centered on zoo-based conservation at the
scientific level using biology, biodiversity, population management, and ethical animal keeping
science (see Donahue and Trump 2006; Kagan and Veasey 2010; Kreger and Hutchins 2010;
Wildt et al 2012; Zimmerman 2010) and literature centered on the sociopolitical aspects of in
situ conservation (see Brockington, Duffy, and Igoe 2008; Brockington and Igoe 2007, Fletcher
2020), there is less literature on the sociopolitical aspects of zoos specifically, such as how they
display animals, educate the public (to conserve), and how they fund conservation. Zoos have
not been heavily studied for “their capacity to accomplish conservation goals through their
display and management of publicly accessible living collections,” which is the fundamental way
in which zoos operate (Fraser and Sickler 2009, 104).
Because zoos aim to directly conserve and educate the public about conservation issues,
my thesis research addresses the following questions. These questions are connected to
theoretical frameworks, but the basic question is: how do zoo staff see their zoo as practicing
conservation and what norms and values drive this conservation?
1. According to zoo staff, how do zoos contribute to conservation?
a. How do zoo staff see their workplace and their animals living in captivity as
contributing to conservation efforts, both directly through the institution itself and
indirectly through the public?
2. How do zoos utilize captivity as a form of biopower, spectacle, affect, neoliberal
environmentality, and neoliberal conservation to support their conservation efforts?
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My analysis of zoo staff discourse concurs with literature that is critical of the ways in
which nature is managed and mainstream conservation is accomplished (Acampora 2005;
Braverman 2012a; Braverman 2012b; Braverman 2014b; Brockington and Igoe 2007; Brondo
2019; Büscher and Fletcher 2019; Chrulew 2011; Fletcher 2010; Fletcher 2020; Igoe 2010; Igoe
2017). Scholars critical of animals living in human care believe that power differentials exist
between humans and nonhumans, which would allow for the human management of animals
(Acampora 2005; Braverman 2012a; Braverman 2012b; Braverman 2014b; Chrulew 2011). My
analysis shows how a selection of zoo staff speak about making nature consumable for
entertainment, influence, education, and fundraising. Scholars are critical of this
commodification and consumption of nature in mainstream conservation where there are more
“bottom-up” approaches for education messaging and where money is seen as necessary for
alleviating environmental problems (Brockington and Igoe 2007; Brondo 2019; Büscher and
Fletcher 2019; Fletcher 2010; Fletcher 2020; Igoe 2010; Igoe 2017). My interlocutors felt
strongly that zoos play an integral role in inspiring the public to care about animals and their
habitats and in contributing to conservation, both monetarily as well as more directly through
field projects. Their discourses suggest that zoo staff uphold rhetoric and practices that utilize
affect generation to influence and educate/create environmental subjects and that zoos operate
under a neoliberal model of conservation, of which anti-capitalist scholars are critical.
My analysis of zoo staff rhetoric provides insight to zoo staffs’ norms and values
concerning conservation. If we understand how zoos, as major institutions of cultural production
and public influence, conserve, then zoos’ relevance as sites at the interface of humans and
nature will become more apparent. As many of my interlocutors said, zoos have great potential
to make an impact on the public and make a difference in the world, so the ways in which zoos
7

conserve and the values and norms that they uphold regarding conservation practices are relevant
as we continue life in the Anthropocene and attempt to coexist with nature. Scholars (see
Fletcher 2019) suggest that for humans to coexist with nature, conservation must move beyond
the nature/culture divide and capitalism, so we must be critical of the mainstream ways in which
zoos conserve. My analysis suggests that we should be critical of the norms and values that zoo
staff uphold regarding conservation, since they indicate that staff are operating under worldviews
that are not entirely critical of capitalist-friendly ways of conserving.
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CHAPTER II
LITERATURE REVIEW
This chapter reviews existing literature pertaining to how humans manage, visually
consume, and connect with nature and I situate my own research in this literature. I review how
human and nonhuman lives and futures on this planet are mutually entangled. I briefly touch on
the dualistic Western nature/culture divide, since captivity, spectacle, affect, neoliberal
environmentality, and neoliberal conservation are ultimately possible because people perceive
there to be ontological differences between humans and animals that then allow humans to have
power over nonhuman animals. Captivity renders zoo animals as spectacles, which may then be
used by zoos to foster affect between their guests and animals and influence conservation. The
main goal of modern accredited zoos is to get people to care about nonhuman life, and as a
result, make the world a better place (Luebke and Grajal 2011). By promoting the spectacle, zoos
depend on the affective relationships that form between zoogoers and the zoo’s animals in order
to both contribute to neoliberal conservation and to continue normal operations with the capital
that they receive from admissions (GHZ’s highest revenue-generating department) and in-zoo
purchases.
The notions of biopower, spectacle, affect, environmental subject-making, and neoliberal
conservation work together in the zoo setting. The reviewed literature looks at captivity as a form
of biopolitical governance, as “make live” operations (a Foucauldian maxim) and fostering
animal life through breeding and care are a cornerstone of how zoos are able to keep and display
9

genetically viable animal populations. Zoo animals on display then function as spectacles that
connect zoogoers to animals and influence them to become environmental subjects and
participate in neoliberal modes of conservation, either monetarily or through individual
behavioral changes. Zoos require capital and consumption to operate and conserve and they aim
to create educated environmental subjects who can then contribute to neoliberal conservation in
their daily lives, although this shifts the responsibility of conservation to nonprofits and the
public (bottom-up approach) rather than to elites involved with corporations and the central
government.
The Multispecies Turn, Entanglements, and the Anthropocene
In this section, I provide an overview of prominent multispecies scholarship, which
challenges human-nature relationships, essentialized categories of “human” and “nonhuman,”
viewing nonhumans as agentive beings, and human-nonhuman entanglements and becoming.
Within the past fifteen years, anthropology has experienced a broadening of the discipline to
include multispecies and beyond-human approaches, which question what humans are, how they
fit into the world, how they interact with other species, and how interspecies interactions make
humans “human,” because we cannot be objectively separated from nature (Cronon 1996;
Kirksey and Helmreich 2010). Veering away from essentialism has been a movement in
multispecies and posthuman approaches because the categories of “human” and “nonhuman” are
always becoming, or mutable; they do not simply exist.
My research, at its core, is about humans’ place and roles in nature. How is it that humans
have the power to manage and commodify nonhumans? Why do we see it as our responsibility to
conserve wildlife and habitats? Although humans cannot be objectively separated from nature, it
does seem as though we separate ourselves in practice when we use animals for various
10

purposes. Our relationships with animals continue to evolve as we domesticate and
breed/sterilize animals, feed them human-prepared diets, provide veterinary care, train them,
provide them with housing, restrict their movements, and utilize their bodies for entertainment,
food, clothing, companions, and medical/biological research. Likewise, even within the past 30
years, the goals of zoos have changed to be more conservation-minded and have focused greater
portions of their budgets on conservation projects; our relationships with zoo animals are
intertwined with care and breeding, public education and influence, and multispecies encounters
in zoos.
Ogden, Hall, and Tanita (2013) define multispecies ethnography as “ethnographic
research and writing that is attuned to life’s emergence within a shifting assemblage of agentive
beings” (6). This means that humans are not the only social beings with agency who can affect
social relations (6). Nonhuman beings have social roles and the capacity to affect said social
structures, as well. Nonhumans are passive as well as active – nonhumans are not only acted
upon by humans, but the reverse is also true; nonhumans greatly impact how humans live and
behave.
There is an ideology (the nature/culture divide) that characterizes humans as distinct from
nature – this dualism is deeply rooted in Western history and culture and implicates power
dynamics/human dominion over nature (Cronon 1996; Haraway 1991; Haraway 2001). JudeoChristian ideologies (humans are stewards of the Earth who both master and take care of nature),
European conquest, scientific inquiry, the Enlightenment, using natural resources for economic
progress, and eventually capitalism led to this separation between humans and nature that still
exists in modern, mainstream conservation rhetoric (Büscher and Fletcher 2019; Igoe 2004;
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Uggla 2010). Sowards (2006) believes that this divide can be overcome, however, if humans are
able to identify and connect with nonhumans.
Anthropologists use beyond-human approaches to illustrate how humans become with
nature in a multispecies world where humans and nonhumans are entangled (Ingold 2013;
Kirksey and Helmreich 2010; Tsing 2015). Becoming with means that existence is not fixed; a
being can change (Deleuze and Guattari 1987). Beings are in a constant state of interdependent
development. Multispecies ethnography emphasizes the decentering of the human or giving
larger roles to nonhumans within ethnography. It concerns itself with entanglements between
humans and other organisms (animals, plants, fungi, bacteria, viruses, etc.). Multispecies
ethnography encompasses how “the lives and deaths of organisms are linked to human social
worlds…and how organisms shape/are shaped by political, economic, and cultural forces”
(Kirksey and Helmreich 2010, 545). It also emphasizes “understanding the human as emergent,”
or “becoming,” through the relationships between humans and nonhumans (Ogden, Hall, and
Tanita 2013, 6). Beyond-human approaches in anthropology provide a lens for studying human
relationships with the environment, a crucial relationship in today’s ever-changing world.
Multispecies ethnographers consider the “multispecies turn” as a way of studying
humans, since a world where humans are entangled with nonhumans more accurately depicts the
human-nature relationship (Kirksey and Helmreich 2010). Humans do not live isolated from
nonhuman beings, so looking at the ways in which humans are affected by nonhumans enriches a
discipline that has historically viewed humans as an entity that is separate from nature (Kirksey
and Helmreich 2010). This more holistic approach to anthropological studies allows scholars to
better understand human relationships with nonhumans and how they mutually impact one
another’s existence. Humans have always influenced what we call nature and nature has always
12

influenced us – humans exist within nature, rather than outside of nature. Therefore, these
authors argue that we must study humans’ entanglements with nonhumans in order to form a
clearer understanding of ourselves, since we cannot be easily separated with nature (Cronon
1996). The mere fact that humans manage nonhumans (care for them, breed them, research
them, display them for education purposes) suggests that we see ourselves as separate from
nonhumans because we ultimately treat nonhumans differently.
Kohn’s (2007) “anthropology of life” is an influential perspective that envisions “an
anthropology that is not just confined to the human but is concerned with the effects of our
entanglements with other kinds of living selves” (4). Kohn (2007) questions how our
entanglements with nonhumans fundamentally and ontologically influence us and the world we
inhabit; the ontological boundaries of what essentializes humans and nonhumans as categories
are more fluid than what the dualistic Western nature/culture divide would suggest.
Entanglements are produced when beings interact and become with one another, so an
anthropology that goes beyond the human allows us to consider how our entanglements with
other beings have made us who we are and what we will become; becoming is an active state of
being. Haraway (2008) writes that “becoming is always becoming with – in a contact zone where
the outcome, where who is in the world, is at stake” (244).
Challenging the ontological boundaries of the human means to question the sociallydetermined category of the human, or the essence of being human. Kohn (2007) encourages
readers to challenge the Western ontological categories of “human” and “nonhuman” by giving
the example of the Amazonian Runa, who blur the boundaries that Westerners make between
humans and animals by positioning dogs as capable of communicating with and understanding
humans; dogs are conscious subjects. Kohn’s (2007) “ecology of selves” describes the Runa’s
13

belief that all beings have a point of view and are “somebodies” or “persons” (4). In addition, all
species possess subjectivity (they can communicate) because they are sentient and have souls
(Kohn 2007). Ontological boundaries between beings are not completely destabilized, but there
is intersubjective communication between conscious beings (Kohn 2007).
My thesis provides a contemporary example of how humans keep animals for the main
purposes of education and conservation. Humans have become with exotic animal displays since
the times of ancient Babylonian, Greek, Roman, and Chinese civilizations (Rothfels 2002), and
only relatively recently have modern zoos become conservation-oriented. Once the marvel of
political figures in the likes of Alexander the Great and Charlemagne (Rothfels 2002), modern
animal collections in zoos exist to educate and influence the public on matters of wildlife
conservation.
Ogden (2011) uses Deleuze and Guattari’s (1987) rhizome concept to show that
becoming is never-ending; humans and nonhumans, among others, come into being/exist as they
are because of their relationship between all things. The concept of the rhizome also facilitates
the breaking down of the nature/culture divide, so that we can view nature as a product of culture
and not as an untouchable entity completely devoid of all things human. For Ingold (2013), “to
be alive is to become” (20). This means that living beings have become what they are because of
who or what they have become with. Scholars argue that anthropology must go beyond the
human in a way that considers our active becoming; we cannot have a static, essentialist view of
the world where we limit our understandings to how something was and how something is.
Essentialism reinforces dualisms and alterity, and it does not leave room for growth, change, or
ambiguity – essentialism stresses how things are (Holbraad, Pedersen, and Viveiros de Castro
2014). If anthropology viewed nonhumans in an essentialist way, the nature/culture divide would
14

persist, and it would be more difficult to see the ways in which human and nonhuman lives
intersect and entangle with one another. Becoming is active and new worlds are constantly being
produced, so scholars believe that we must also look to the future and realize that the only
constant is change and that the essence of what things are is in motion. To illustrate this idea,
Ingold (2013) writes “humans, baboons, and reindeer do not exist, but humaning, babooning, and
reindeering do occur – they are ways of carrying on” (Ingold 2011, 174-175). To exist is finite,
but carrying on, such as with the concept of rhizome, has no end.
Becoming, entanglements, and what Lien (2015) and Tsing (2015) call “assemblages”
(originally seen in Deleuze and Guattari’s work) help us understand how human lives are
intertwined with nonhuman lives. Lien (2015) writes that the domestication of salmon and how
domestication manifests today are due to the ever-evolving relationship between humans and
salmon. For Lien (2015), domestication is a “process of mutual becoming” (59); both humans
and salmon have changed over time, together, due to the domestication of salmon. In the context
of Lien’s Becoming Salmon, the assemblage is “a balancing act through which economic,
environmental, and political concerns, as well as fish appetite and human nutrition, are
constantly being played off against one another” (Lien 2015, 119).
Domestication is a concrete example of how humans mold nature and commodify it. Lien
(2015) uses the Latin word domus to describe assemblages, from which the word
“domestication” derives. Lien (2015) describes that domus has links to the home and domestic
spaces, so in the process of domestication, a being undergoes a transformation after which it can
be tamed and remain in the domestic sphere, as well as be commodified. For Lien (2015), the
salmon domus is an assemblage of beings, materials, and intertwined practices, such as netting,
the water’s surface as a mediator, the water itself, tanks, feeding, eating, being fed, light,
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temperature, and notions of salmon sentience, or a “complex material interface” (57). The domus
(and thus domestication) and the assemblage are both in continuous states of becoming, and they
are precarious because humans only have so much control over the salmon. Once domesticated
and a thus a part of the domus, the salmon become a part of a liminal space where they are
neither fully cultural nor fully natural. The salmon become commodities and are literally fattened
for their economic value and they are also afforded animal rights (Lien 2015). In a similar
liminal state as Lien’s salmon, zoo animals’ liminal state as being exotic (natural) as well as
accessible in a zoo (cultural) also allows for their commodification, since their status as exotic
but also captive beings means that they have appeal and people can come and pay to see them in
a way that is accessible for most people, unlike traveling abroad to see a non-native species.
Tsing (2015) writes that an assemblage describes an ecological community that is not
fixed or bound (22); assemblages are “performances of livability” (157-158) and “open-ended
gatherings” (218). Matsutake mushrooms, for example, are “never seen as self-contained, but
always in relation” (220). Various species in these assemblages influence each other, and this
constant change creates lifeways and ways of being (23): “No ‘one’ fungal body lives selfcontained…it emerges in historical mergings – with trees, with other living and nonliving things”
(238). Multispecies futures are not contained or exclusive of each other – they are always in
relation with each other and there is an amount of interdependence for sustaining life.
On a related note, Yates-Doerr (2015) suggests that we should rethink the idea of species.
Yates-Doerr (2015) writes that “species do not exist outside the practices through which they
come to being” (319). The concept of fixed species is problematized because species are
subjective categories created by Western scientific communities. According to Yates-Doerr
(2015), we must “disentangle the concept of species from its associations with fixed taxonomic
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rank,” since taxonomic ranks are “Euro-American modes of ordering” (320). This also means
questioning “stable distinctions between humans and other species” (309). Zoos likewise classify
their animals by species per Western scientific standards. Zoos (and other conservation
institutions) rely on these particular modes of ordering when making decisions for animal care,
breeding, conservation statuses, which animals to display, etc. Since modes of ordering species
are standard in Western science, discrepancies may be the most apparent in contexts where
Western modes of ordering are not used or taught. American zoos have partnerships around the
world, so it would be conceivable that their in situ partners (a mixture of local and international
staff, from what I have seen) may encounter different modes of categorizing nonhumans.
Many scholars believe we can make new worlds where we recognize our entanglements,
and we can stop seeing nature as something over which humans have dominion. Multispecies
scholars believe that if we can see ourselves as living with and becoming with other organisms,
that is the first step toward breaking down the nature/culture divide that allows for environmental
destruction and nonhuman subjugation. Tsing (2015) writes “in the 19th century, when capitalism
first became an object of inquiry, raw materials were imagined as an infinite bequest from Nature
to Man” (62). Multispecies scholars believe that we must make an ontological shift away from
this and move toward an ontology that centers our focus on producing and sustaining life rather
than destroying it; this also includes a paradigm shift where we understand that natural resources
are finite and that our relationship with nature must be sustainable. In order to make this
ontological shift work, however, we would have to be capable of changing the Western
conceptualization of nature. If Westerners were to somehow challenge their dualistic views of
nature and culture, then maybe planetary destruction would not exist to the extent that is does
today. This is, as some would say, a political goal of the ontological turn.
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The “ontological turn” is a major point of departure for some posthuman scholars;
proponents say that it is a way of highlighting (as well as legitimizing) alterity or otherness,
which can then challenge dualistic Western worldviews such as the nature/culture divide. The
ontological turn suggests that if humans (particularly Global Northerners) can change their
dualistic worldviews of nature to be more like indigenous ontologies of nature, for example, then
the human-nature relationship defined by Western science and capitalistic worldviews might
change to a relationship that is more sustainable and less dependent on nature’s exploitation
(Holbraad, Pedersen, and Viveiros de Castro 2014).
For Holbraad, Pedersen, and Viveiros de Castro (2014), the ontological turn is an
optimistic tool for making the other visible and it focuses on what could be. Presenting what is
and what could be are political acts, and alternatives can be given ontological viability – we can
see alternative worlds or worldviews as viable options. Ontology can change what politics could
be; scholars believe that if we can change ontologies and worldviews, we can change the future.
Holbraad, Pedersen, and Viveiros de Castro (2014) give credence to the idea that anthropologists
need to highlight alterity in order to change dominant, hegemonic ontologies. Anthropologists
should shed light on difference, or anything that is different from the Western worldview. Only
in this way can we change what we think is possible.
A source of criticism of the ontological turn is that it is essentialist (Vigh and Sausdal
2014). Whereas multispecies ethnography tends to be anti-essentialist and challenges ontological
boundaries, some scholars argue that the ontological turn reinforces essentialism by placing
difference at the level of ontology (Vigh and Sausdal 2014). Things and people are no longer just
different – they are essentially different. In the ontological turn, instead of there being different
worldviews, there are now different worlds (Vigh and Sausdal 2014). Culture has been replaced
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with ontology, so humans are ontologically different from one another; it evokes a radical
essentialism and radical alterity/otherness (Vigh and Sausdal 2014). Shared humanity is
discarded – there are no longer any underlying universals that make all humans “human,” as
humans are too different ontologically to be in the same category (Vigh and Sausdal 2014).
Radical essentialism and alterity have the unintended ramifications of fetishizing difference and
exoticizing the other, according to Vigh and Sausdal (2014). If humans inhabit different
ontologies, then there are more degrees of separation between humans and therefore more
differences than similarities.
With that being said, Holbraad, Pedersen, and Viveiros de Castro (2014) disagree with
the critique of the ontological turn being essentialist. They write “the idea of an ontological selfdetermination of peoples should not be confused with supporting ethnic essentialization…it
means giving the ontological back to ‘the people,’ not the people back to ‘the ontological” (5). In
other words, the people we study provide us with their own worldviews that we cannot truly
know, according to Holbraad, Pedersen, and Viveiros de Castro (2014). We are not putting “the
people” into essentialized boxes based in our Western ontologies, rather “the people” have their
own ontologies that they alone can know. The other exists outside of our own ontologies, so we
cannot essentialize “them” because we cannot truly understand their world – we cannot declare
what they are, only “they” can do that, according to Holbraad, Pedersen, and Viveiros de Castro
(2014).
There are alternatives to the ontological turn that scholars have proposed, where new
worlds can be created. Lien (2015) looks at an alternative to the ontological turn called “practical
ontology.” Practical ontology, which has some overlap with the ontological turn, “has no need
for such difference” (Lien 2015, 22). Worlds are emergent, and nonhumans are agents (Lien
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2015, 23). The ontological boundaries of wild salmon in this case are “ever-emergent and
unstable” (Lien 2015, 23). Ontological politics played a part in Norway’s animal welfare laws
that declared fish as sentient and therefore protected, as in calling fish “animals” (Lien 2015). If
our perceptions of other beings, like the ontology of salmon in Norway, can change, then maybe
other beings can be protected like the salmon. Kohn (2007) fits in with this alternative approach
as well, since he wants to challenge ontological boundaries of humans and nonhumans, not
essentialize them.
Tsing is also a proponent of alternative ontologies. Tsing (2015) claims that ontology can
be used for making new worlds – “world-making projects, as with alternative ontologies, show
that other worlds are possible” (292). Tsing’s (2015) matsutake mushrooms thrive in humandisturbed landscapes, an unintended product of the logging industry and deforestation; it is a
product of our world-building. According to Tsing (2015), all “organisms make ecological living
places, altering earth, air, and water” (22). Humans burn landscapes, which causes certain plants
and trees (like pines and their associated fungi) to grow and certain animals are attracted to those
plants (Tsing 2015). Fungi “make soil by digesting rocks” (Tsing 2015, 22). These created
worlds are “living arrangements” (Lien 2015, 22) where organisms live together, mutually
benefiting from each other in some cases. New world-making is a rather optimistic view of how
humans and nonhumans can coexist under capitalism, since some organisms are able to prosper
despite extractive industry.
Scholars across disciplines have realized that humans have greatly impacted the planet
and have created a new geological epoch called the Anthropocene (Latour 2014). The
Anthropocene, or the geological era that is marked by massive human impact on the Earth, is
seen by some as a “nail in the coffin for the dichotomy of nature and culture” (Moore 2015, 33).
20

The Anthropocene is a major theoretical turn in multispecies studies, and ultimately,
conservation exists because of human-caused environmental destruction.
Because the Anthropocene has expanded to other sciences, such as geology and climate
science, some scholars believe that the Anthropocene has the best chance of changing the
Western constructions of nature and culture and introducing the public to ideas of entanglements,
world-making, and the downsides of modernity (growth, production, wealth, consumption,
seeing the Earth’s resources as profitable and infinite, etc.). Humans have been categorized as a
“geological force in and of themselves” (Moore 2015, 32). Humans are now “irrefutably bound
up in the natural world through the collective effects of the species as a geological force” (Moore
2015, 33). In his lecture at the 2014 American Anthropological Association conference in
Washington D.C., Latour said that the Anthropocene centers human agency – it is “the main
geological force shaping the face of the Earth” (4), thus the Anthropocene holds humans
responsible for the Earth’s destruction. Latour (2014) posits that we need an alternative to
modernity; the Anthropocene as a movement is a call to parting with modernity. “Parting with
modernity” means living more minimally and reducing consumption (Latour 2014).
In addition to parting with modernity, scholars such as Tsing (2015) believe that we must
look to our multispecies worlds in order to survive – we cannot do it alone. Tsing (2015) writes
that the matsutake mushrooms “remind us of our dependence on more-than-human natural
processes: we can’t fix anything, even what we have broken, by ourselves” (257). Our
entanglements, assemblages, and world-making abilities in multispecies encounters are what we
should look to for new life. Tsing (2015) writes that “if we are interested in livability…we
should be watching the action of landscape assemblages” (158). Matsutake mushrooms grow in
despite of forests being ruined by deforestation. If we can imagine what could be instead of what
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is, in a world where all beings are in states of becoming, then there are possibilities for new
multispecies worlds where we make new lives together (Tsing 2015).
Becoming, entanglements, assemblages, the ontological turn, and the Anthropocene help
us understand how human lives are intertwined with nonhuman lives. If we could introduce these
ideas into Western conceptualizations of nature, then perhaps we can make new worlds where
Westerners see themselves as living with other organisms. Although capitalist systems are
destructive toward the environment because of their exploitative nature, it is possible to use
multispecies ethnography as a way to be critical of human relationships with nonhumans and
perhaps provide suggestions for how to make this relationship less exploitative. Because
multispecies approaches decenter the human and break down the nature/culture divide, they have
the potential to guide humans toward a more peaceful relationship with nonhuman life.
Zoos and conservation efforts exist in networks that entangle humans and animal lives
around the world and shape what humans and animals are and what they will become.
Braverman (2015) characterizes species conservation as an entanglement engaged in life-saving
efforts, as she writes “government agencies, field experts, zoo administrators, and population
managers are only a fraction of the massive behind-the-scenes international network of
knowledge, genetic material, and human and nonhuman animals that constitute global species
conservation today—all entangled in messy efforts to save life” (Braverman 2015, 9). Zoo
animals are also agentive beings that have an active role in the human-animal relationship
because animals have the power to influence people and shape human behavior.
Zoo animals are entangled with humans in a myriad of ways. The institution of the zoo
exists on one level because humans have kept animals in captivity for hundreds of years, and
captive breeding techniques that humans have implemented continue to affect zoo animal lives,
22

their dependency on humans, and their future existence. Wildlife conservation is an example of
an entanglement between humans and animals, as humans continue to determine the future of
animals and their habitats. The animal lives in which we are entangled affect our lives as well, as
we may (or may not be) inspired to help their conservation. In this time, we are living in the
Anthropocene, where both human and nonhuman lives are at stake because of activities like
resource extraction and exploitation and habitat loss. Zoos have a part to play in mending our
relationship with nonhuman others, since zoos can educate people about problems that the world
is facing.
The next section reviews literature about biopolitics and how it has been used to analyze
human-animal relationships, particularly with zoo animals. The nature/culture divide is a major
part of the power differential that exists between humans and animals in zoos (Grazian 2015),
which allows for animals to live in captivity in the first place. Ultimately, the stewardship that
humans cultivate for animals comes from notions of care and protection, so even though power
dynamics do exist between humans and animals, that power takes the form of closely managing
many aspects of animals’ lives, particularly in captivity, to keep animals healthy and safe.

Make Live: Conservation Through Biopolitics
Conservation is one example of how animals are managed biopolitically, or “to ensure,
sustain, and multiply life, to put this life in order” (Foucault 1976, 138). Certain animals are
being made to live through breeding programs and programs in zoos where select animal species
are released and tracked. Zoos participate in ex situ conservation when they breed animals in
captivity – this prevents zoos from negatively impacting wild populations by taking animals
from the wild and putting them in zoos. AZA zoos exist in a network where they can coordinate
with each other to sustainably manage zoo animal populations. Zoos participate in in situ
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conservation in indirect ways, such as when they award grants to global conservation
organizations, students, and researchers, and when they raise and release or headstart certain
animal species that are local. Another way that zoos participate in in situ conservation is by
educating zoogoers about local species – zoogoers may be inspired to help local species.
Zoos are sometimes in contentious positions because they maintain animals in captivity,
or managed care (a phrase used by zoo staff), within their institutions. Some feel that zoos
exploit their animals for financial gain and for their value as attractions (Donahue and Trump
2006; Kreger and Hutchins 2010). One of the main goals of zoos is to inspire zoogoers to care
about nonhuman others and their habitats through animal exhibits, according to accredited zoo
mission statements, oftentimes using affective language (Patrick, et al. 2007). Zoos must
promote their animals so that people will be willing to pay to enter the zoo (and purchase items
and experiences once within), which would then allow the zoo to meet their conservation goals,
in theory. Maintaining these budgets results in live, wild animals in captivity being marketed to
promote the zoo as a place where family-friendly entertainment and educational opportunities
can be experienced. A critique of zoos is that the captive animals become commodified
attractions in a way that accentuates the nature/culture divide (Milstein 2009). In this light, the
captive animal pays for the conservation of wildlife, which can be described as a matter cost
versus benefit (the cost that the individual animal pays by living in captivity may be outweighed
by the benefits given to entire species in the form of education, fundraising, research, etc.).
Some argue that the potential benefits of conservation, education, and research made
possible by zoos rationalize captivity, and that zoo animals are protected from threats that exist
in the wild (Kreger and Hutchins 2010; Zimmermann 2010). In addition, some species exist only
in zoos because of habitat loss, so another argument is that zoos prevent species loss by actively
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keeping species alive, which is something that is not always possible in situ, or in natural
habitats. Some zoos also manage release programs where local species in need of population
maintenance may be bred and raised in zoos and then released. Additionally, accredited zoos
claim to be compatible with, and even advocates for, animal welfare because they are ultimately
benefiting the species, contributing to their conservation, and upholding high standards for
animal care and wellbeing (Kagan and Veasey 2010; Kreger and Hutchins 2010).
Foucault (1976) defines biopower as the “power to foster life or disallow it to the point of
death” (138) and as “a power that exerts a positive influence on life, that endeavors to
administer, optimize, and multiply it, subjecting it to precise controls and comprehensive
regulations” (137). Biopower is making some lives live and letting others die. For Foucault,
“biopolitics is a fundamentally productive mode of power, which does not mean that it is always
good, as it is indeed quite often dangerous, but instead that its goal is always the fostering of life”
(Chrulew 2011, 140). Although Foucault’s concept of biopower was applied to humans, many
scholars argue that we should not impose human boundaries onto biopower; nonhuman animals
can be objects of it as well (Agamben 2004; Braverman 2015; Haraway 2008; Parreñas 2018).
Braverman’s (2012b; 2014a; 2014b; 2015) and Chrulew’s (2011) literature about zoos makes the
connection between zoos and biopolitics.
According to Agamben (1995), life can be distinguished between zoē and bios. Zoē
means “living common to all living beings (animals, men, or gods),” or biological life, and bios
means “the way of living proper to an individual or a group,” or political life (Agamben 1995, 1).
In other words, zoē describes something that is only alive biologically – there are no political
privileges or statuses afforded to this kind of life. Bios describes something that is also alive
biologically, but is afforded more exclusive political privileges (Agamben 1995). This division
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between kinds of life creates what Agamben called “bare life,” or life that can be killed without it
being considered murder. Braverman (2012b) maintains that modern captive animals are in
between zoē and bios, meaning that they are not killable zoē, but they are also not given full
political status as bios, or persons. Zoo animals are not killable3 such as other beings that are
permissibly killed (insects, pests, livestock, wild animals that are trafficked for products and
game), but they are also not persons according to Braverman (2012b) because zoo animals are
“both surveilled for and through life itself and are also increasingly becoming the object of an
array of technologies” (126). By Braverman’s logic, captive animals do not have the same rights
as (nonmarginalized) humans who cannot be permissibly confined, researched, and denied
reproductive freedom and choice. This in-between status, as a manifestation of the nature/culture
divide, may allow for and explain the social context of animals’ captivity.
The nature/culture divide of Western societies is the social foundation of seeing animals
as lesser than human.4 There is a clear ontological distinction between humans and nonhuman
animals, which allows for their captivity. Agamben (2004) discusses the philosophical and
political separation between man and animal. This division of life separates beings into high
forms and low forms, which questions the definition of man and where the political rights of
persons come into play. Chrulew (2011) writes, referencing Agamben (2004), that animals were
the “originary targets of this perilous political decision” to render animals as bare life (Chrulew
2011, 142). This meant that animals were historically killable and did not have politicallyrecognized lives or personhoods.

3

Unless they are suffering or terminally ill.
Despite that humans are in fact animals, I use “human” here to refer to “homo sapiens” and “animal” to refer to all
nonhuman others not deemed “homo sapiens.”
4
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Concerning early practices of captivity, Chrulew (2011) argues that 19th century zoos
were “analogous to the camp,” rendering early captive, confined animals as bare life (142). They
“survived without truly living” (Chrulew 2011, 143). The camp is a reference to Agamben’s
1995 book Homo Sacer: Sovereign Power and Bare Life, in which the camp is described as a
literal concentration camp and as a metaphor for other states of exception. A state of exception is
a place where lives are stripped of all political rights and are reduced to bare life, a life where
someone or something is alive physically, but otherwise has no rights or significance – they are
not seen as people and they can be killed.
Zoos had also been criticized for the ways in which animals had been treated in the late
19th century (as bare life). The display of animals in these conditions had been unappealing to the
public; having sickly, dying animals was not favorable for the “niceties of public display”
(Chrulew 2011, 143). Beginning in the second half of the 20th century and made possible by
advances in biology and ethical sciences, zoos turned to the make live aspect of Foucault’s
biopower, focuses on nurturing life (Chrulew 2011). This ideological shift in zoos happened
because the animals would not live long and would frequently get sick and die, which was not
conducive to zoos economically (Chrulew 2011). Zoos turned to biology for “make live”
advancements in health, hygiene, ethics, and welfare, since they needed to keep their animals
alive and they needed the public’s support (Chrulew 2011). Zoos changed from showcasing “pits
and fences” to “hills and moats” and making exhibits more aesthetically appealing and naturallooking for the benefit of the spectators (Chrulew 2011, 143). These changes benefited zoos
economically and further promoted their legitimacy as institutions. Zoos could capitalize on the
animals’ commercial appeal and use it to their advantage.
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The present ecological circumstances of habitat loss and humans’ desire for productive
spaces show how humans’ relationship with extractive industries and wildlife has transformed,
and captivity is one result of this evolving relationship between humans and nature. Some
scholars suggest that life in captivity may simply be the reality moving forward for some species;
for animals that cannot survive in the wild due to habitat destruction or other issues, captivity or
other forms of institutionalization may be their only means of survival (Braverman 2015;
Parreñas 2018). Although zoos began as entertainment venues and still largely are,5 some species
now rely on captive settings for their continued existence. This is a consequence of our disturbed
relationship with wildlife and captive living situations are one of the solutions that we have
created – whether this solution is viable or preferred or not is a matter of opinion and is subject
to debate. Regardless of one’s position on captivity, it has become a reality, and possibly a
necessity, for many species of animals if they are to continue to exist.
The human-zoo animal relationship evokes particular notions of care and stewardship, as
zoos want to foster animal lives, welfare, and species population stability (Braverman 2014a;
Wildt et al. 2012). Forms of human governance over animals impact various aspects of captivity
and population control; conservation’s need to foster life takes on a particular form of biopower
in which animals, especially captive animals and threatened and endangered animals, are made
to live through practices in conservation biology.
With human-zoo animal encounters occurring between “iron bars, Plexiglass,” and
“sliding doors and mesh fencing” (Parreñas 2018, 19, 120), humans manage many aspects of

5

According to an interlocutor, there are only two US zoos/aquariums that are officially categorized as conservation
organizations: The Monterey Bay Aquarium and the San Diego Zoo. These institutions are seen as the “gold
standard” for zoos/aquariums in the US.
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captive species’ lives. Zoos name animals and enter them in global databases and studbooks,
assign animals accession numbers, and manage reproduction (including artificial insemination)
(Parreñas 2018). Zoos also decide when, what, and how the animals eat, provide veterinary care
and monitor animals’ behavior, and train animals to position themselves in ways that make
vaccines and medications more easily administrable and less stressful. In addition, zoos track
animals, research animals, decide where animals can roam, eliminate the predator-prey
relationship, and determine what the minimum safety and wellness requirements must be for
habitats (Braverman 2014a).
Furthermore, zoo animals are “both surveilled for and through life itself and are also
increasingly becoming the object of an array of technologies” (Braverman 2012b, 126).
“Zooveillance,” a term coined by Braverman (2012b), describes how animals in captivity are
governed through surveillance. Zoo animals are regularly monitored by vet staff and animal
behavioral specialists closely monitor animals’ behavior. As Braverman (2012b) points out, this
surveillance comes from notions of care and protection for the animals – we watch and monitor
them because we care for them and we want them to prosper. According to Braverman (2012b),
who cites Foucault (1977), this surveillance is an expression of care in the form of pastoral
power. In pastoral power, which is rooted in Christian institutions, “roles are bestowed on certain
individuals – pastors – in instructing, caring for and deriving legitimacy from the communities
they serve…it attends to the wellbeing and moral propriety of both individuals and
communities,” although it also produces a particular power dynamic between the pastor and the
subjects it protects (Martin and Waring 2018, 1293). Braverman (2012b) also points out “the
essential paradox” of pastoral power that she believes exists in zoos as institutions of captivity –
there are “everyday conflicts between the zoo’s concerns for the individual captive animal vis-à29

vis its concerns for the collective animal population” (22). Braverman (2012b) believes that zoos
“more readily sacrifice the individual animal for the benefit of the flock rather than the other way
around” (22). This is a paradox because the “shepherd” takes care of each “sheep” individually
(Braverman 2012b).
Pastoral power produces subjects under an “administration of love and replication of
nature” meant “to enact the Biblical utopia of Eden” (Chrulew 2011, 145). Chrulew (2011)
writes that the zoo is an “apparatus for the production of paradise” where animals are afforded
the comforts of being in human care and are “free of the harsh realities of the wild” (145). These
comforts, however, are not without drawbacks (lack of space, “omnipresent human managers
and spectators,” lack of freedom) (Chrulew 2011, 145).
“Make live” technologies are especially relevant regarding conservation; controlling
population numbers and genetic diversity is key to maintaining viable species populations
(Braverman 2014b). Conservation biology is thus a field where nonhuman animals’ lives and
deaths are entangled with data and calculations, showing that some species’ existence is
dependent upon the research and implementation of population management strategies.
Computer software programs linked to zoo animal databases are able to provide mating
recommendations (for best genetic stability) in captive management models – nonhuman animal
lives, both captive and wild, are fully embedded within our science and technology (Braverman
2014b) for “make live” operations.
Zoo animals are carefully bred and their lineages are recorded; zoo animals might be part
of special population management programs, such as Species Survival Plans (SSPs), which are
breeding programs that aim to ensure the survival and genetic stability of threatened and
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endangered species in AZA-accredited zoos. On reproductive management, the AZA’s website
states:
reproductive management is not only essential to meeting SSP genetic and
demographic goals, but is a key component of population management, enriching
the lives of animals and resulting in a healthy age distribution. Temporarily
preventing breeding in some individuals while promoting breeding in others is
fundamental to successful population management. When genetically valuable
animals fail to reproduce, the population loses genetic diversity (aza.org, SSP
Population Sustainability, https://www.aza.org/ssp-populationsustainability?locale=en).
Not all species are managed by SSPs, which means that zoos strategically breed certain
species of animals outlined by the AZA.
Zoos cannot care for all of the animals on the planet; no conservation organization can –
this is obvious. Accordingly, some animals may be neglected and left for others to save (or left to
die). Accrediting bodies and funding agencies choose which species to save and which to leave
be, since not all species on the planet can be managed. There may be less attention being given to
animals that are not threatened or endangered, and perhaps invasive species or species that might
be endangered but do not have the same commercial appeal as, for example, particular
charismatic megafauna that the public would be familiar with.
Maintaining species populations through breeding is one of the main goals of ex situ
conservation. Reproduction, population levels and an animal’s reproductive capacity are
measures of success and determine an animal’s value in wildlife conservation, according to
Parreñas (2018). “Reproductive futurism,” as Parreñas (2018) describes it, is the idea of
“producing future generations of an endangered species” (85). Parreñas (2018) writes that
keepers at a wildlife center in Borneo reason that the main problem causing wild orangutans’ low
numbers is not necessarily deforestation and a lack of habitat space, but rather that the
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reproduction of the orangutans cannot be sustained. Because of the lack of space for orangutans
in the center, males and females are encountering each other much more frequently than they
would in the wild, which is causing the male orangutans to be sexually violent toward females
and the females to be fearful and potentially unsafe (Parreñas 2018). In Parreñas’ (2018)
example, orangutan population growth comes at the expense of female orangutan comfort and
safety.
The reasoning that “the survival of a few members of a species is meant to stand in for
the propagation of the entire species” (Parreñas 2018, 99) is an ideology shared amongst some
conservation biologists (Parreñas 2018). The ideologies behind this reproductive futurism, which
focus on population numbers and reproductivity as measures of success and not necessarily an
individual animal’s wellbeing, have consequences – one being that the lives and wellbeing of
[female orangutans] are being sacrificed for the species’ numbers. Parreñas (2018) also raises the
question of whether our focus as conservationists should be on reproduction or on habitat
degradation, which is a critique of the biopolitical aspects of conservation. Rather than focusing
on the root cause of species extinction, which is habitat loss in many cases, Parreñas (2018)
writes that there is a focus on the propagation of animals, which does not do anything for lost
habitats…instead, it renders captive settings as a solution.
Some scholars have critiqued captivity because it renders animals dependent on their
caretakers. Parreñas (2018), concerning captive orangutans in rehabilitation centers in Borneo,
writes that “conditions of captivity are insidious in that the effort to make them eventually
independent can only guarantee their perpetual dependence” (132). Captive animals lose some
autonomy as they are dependent on humans for their survival, according to Grazian (2015) and
Parreñas (2018). The “psychological pathologies” that captive animals exhibit are also an
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example of the “cruelty” that Parreñas (2018, 100) mentions. Animals in captivity must be given
enrichment to simulate foraging and hunting (toys, puzzles, hidden treats to find, etc.) and
training; otherwise, the animals would be bored (Braverman 2012a) since foraging and hunting
are a large part of what animals do in the wild. Another major component of life in the wild
would be having choices involving mating, which is largely eliminated in captive settings.
Biopower can be used to analyze the relationships between bodies in power and their
subjects. This thesis research in particular looks at relationships of power and care between
humans and animals; because of the nature/culture divide, there is a power differential between
humans and animals, which then allows animals to be subjects of biopower. This literature on
biopolitics in zoos shows how zoo animals and their relationships with their caretakers are
examples of biopower and how animals in early zoos are described as bare life. Braverman
(2012b) believes that cotemporary zoo animals occupy a status in between lives with political
significance (most humans) and lives that can be “permissibly” killed, since zoo animals cannot
be killed unless through euthanasia, and yet they also do not have the same privileged status as
humans due to their confinement, monitoring, managed breeding, etc. In the case of zoos,
biopower comes from notions of care and protection for the animals. Zoo want their animals to
thrive and be happy, healthy, and safe, and one of the ways to guarantee that is through
managing animals through human care.
The power differential between humans and animals allows for their captivity; captive
animals can then be seen as a part of the conservation process when people are drawn to them in
zoos and the spectators become inspired to change their behavior or donate. In the following
section, I review literature about spectacle, specifically how it can be used to study relationships
between nature, its consumption, and conservation. Relevant to how zoos display animals for
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visual (as well as auditory, tactile, and olfactory) consumption, zoos are a place where nature
spectacle manifests in the form of live animals that people consume, face-to-face.

Spectacular Nature: Conservation through Consumption
Debord (1967) originated the idea of spectacle, which he defines as “a social relationship
between people that is mediated by images” (7). Kellner (2005) writes: “for Debord,
spectacle…describes media and consumer society, including the packaging, promotion, and
display of commodities” (59). A commodity is an object that has monetary value and can be
bought and sold or otherwise exchanged; it is the fundamental basis of capitalism (Marx 1867).
Commodification is the process under which a “thing” can become a commodity and be sold or
exchanged (Marx 1867). Influenced by Marx’s commodity fetishism, Debord’s spectacle is a
representation or image that is detached from and replaces reality. Consumers forgo lived
experiences for “contrived and abstract images whose meaning is constituted by the commodities
of a consumer economy,” where images construct social reality (Laudenbach 2018, 1).
With the rise of a consumer society in the 20th century, the consumption of spectacle is
commonplace in current capitalist systems, since “neoliberal capitalism characteristically
promotes spectacular consumption” (Fletcher 2014, 88). Igoe (2010) writes, “spectacle is
simultaneously a commodity that people will pay to consume and a medium for marketing
commodities” (378). Spectacle can be used to describe the capitalistic ventures of everything
from McDonald’s Happy Meal toys to plush animals at Disney parks whose proceeds fund
conservation efforts (Igoe et al. 2010). Spectacle has powerful symbolic meaning to people, and
it is consumed through the gaze of spectators and their monetary investments. It manifests
through media, such as advertisements, billboards, magazines, film and television, purchasable
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items, and then the commodified objects are then consumed/bought by tourists or spectators
(Igoe 2010, 2017; Igoe et al. 2010).
Consumers are not usually privy to the circumstances under which spectacles are made.
What they see and consume is the publicized/promoted image and not necessarily the reality that
the spectacle obscures (Igoe 2010). This lack of awareness may exist because spectacle implies
degrees of unification as well as separation between the consumer, the image that they are
consuming, and the reality behind that image (Igoe 2017). Igoe (2017) gives an example of a
polar bear exhibit at a museum. The museumgoer consumes the exhibit and experiences a
connection between themselves and the distant Arctic. This is a paradox in the sense that the
museumgoer feels closer to the plight of the bears through the consumption of exhibit, and yet
they are still very physically distant, experiencing the melting polar ice floes only from the safety
and comfort of a museum. Essentially, spectacle acts as a bridge between the consumer and the
distant reality that the spectacle obscures; the spectacle is merely the promoted image that the
consumer consumes, not necessarily the reality.
Nature can be commodified as a “mediator of image and reality” (Igoe 2017, 9; Tsing
2015). Igoe (2017)’s “nature spectacle” is a type of visual representation or production of nature,
influenced by Debord’s spectacle, where nature is rendered as commodified images. Igoe (2017)
writes that nature spectacle is “a kind of nature that is heavily mediated by mass-produced and
disseminated images” (x, preface). Dressler (2014), referencing Brockington, Duffy, and Igoe
(2008), writes that the “pristine and mysterious” and “wild jungle” representations of nature have
become “virtual spectacles of nature through which capitalism commodifies the material and
immaterial as glossy goods that tourists can readily consume…reality and fantasy become
indistinguishable” (40). When people discover the monetary value of nature and extract that
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value in the form of natural resources that can then be processed and sold, nature becomes a
commodity. Nature is commodified and turned into something “exotic” and “romantic” that
consumers can visually consume. Cronon (1996) likewise characterized wilderness as a
“spectacle to be looked at and enjoyed for its great beauty” (12) for society’s elite, so nature had
become something to behold – nature was “sacred” and “subliminal” (Cronon 1996).
Nature-turned-spectacle can also be seen in the “simulation of nature in themed
environments through which multiple and far-flung natures can be contemplated in one
comfortable and conveniently located setting” (Igoe 2014, 206), such as zoos. Zoos, as a
simulation of the wild or nature, present captive animals as “wild, conjured as spectacles”
(Acampora 2005, 77). Zoo animals’ entertainment value is a result of them being rendered as
spectacles which are visually, auditorily, tactilely, and olfactorily consumed when zoogoers
watch, hear, touch, smell, or otherwise interact with animals. Malamud (2010), writing about
animals in film, writes that because animals are visually consumed through a gaze, they become
entertainment, which creates an unequal power dynamic between the viewed and the viewer:
“The animal is rendered vulnerable, free for the taking, in whatever way the viewer
chooses…animals are celebrated for their entertainment value” (Malamud 2010, 7).
Commodifying nature in the form of a nature documentary, for example, or any other medium
where nature is presented for consumers, is what allows for its (visual) consumption. There are
inherent power differentials between the consumer and the spectacle, since the gaze reaffirms
humans’ dominance over nature in the form of a human spectator consuming (visually or
otherwise) animals. Whether through the medium of a screen or glass, animals are consumed by
humans who may then feel better about animals’ predicaments because the consumers can
conserve by supporting institutions that conserve or help animals, monetarily or otherwise.
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Mainstream conservation [conservation that takes place under the structures of capitalism
and the nature/culture divide, opposed to conservation that might take place outside of capitalism
and the nature/cultural dualism (Büscher and Fletcher 2019)], may also utilize spectacular
imagery to commodify and conserve nature. Büscher, Dressler, and Fletcher (2014) write that
mainstream conservation “promotes the circulation of spectacular imagery” (20), creating
commodities from the images of nature. Essentially, the idea behind spectacle is that nature must
be commodified and subsequently consumed in order for it to be saved. Büscher (2014),
referencing Igoe (2010), writes that “spectacular media representations of nature are dominating
the way environmental NGOs communicate and ‘sell’ their conservation messages” (195).
Through spectacle, conservation and capitalism are seemingly compatible; nature, as a
commodified image or spectacle, is used to beckon consumers to assist with conservation efforts
through consumption. Spectacle attracts consumers and they feel emotionally compelled to help,
either monetarily or through other means, such as through voluntourism (Brondo 2019). As
spectacles, “moving images of nature move consumers to buy products, take vacations, and give
money to worthy conservation causes” (Igoe 2014, 206).
Igoe (2017) writes that there is an “alliance between conservation and capitalism” which
is “openly celebrated in new fields of conservation” and mainstream conservation (86). There
has been a “general consensus that capitalist markets are indispensable to the protection of
nature” (Igoe 2017, 88). As Igoe (2017) writes, “money is cast as the medium of our planetary
salvation” (6), or rather, consumers are encouraged to help fund conservation organizations with
their money, and this money is raised as a result of consumers visually consuming wildlife. The
idea that we can buy our way out of planetary destruction and that capitalism “is the key to future
ecological sustainability” (Brondo 2019, 593) in mainstream conservation discourse shows just
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how intertwined capitalism and conservation are. Money is the answer to saving wildlife and
habitats, which is seen as a manifestation of how conservation organizations operate in a
neoliberal capitalist reality where nature is commodified and monetized.
Spectacular nature and the idea of consuming to conserve is a paradox, however;
consumption and capitalism are generally associated with environmental destruction (Brondo
2019; Fletcher 2014; Igoe 2017). On neoliberalism and capitalism in general, Fletcher (2014)
writes “the environmental and social excess that neoliberalism externalizes in its quest for profit,
namely, the ecological damage wrought by…the capitalism production process” (99).
In short, in a capitalist reality, nature (presented as an image) is commodified and
consumed in the form of a spectacle. Through this process of consumption, conservation seems
possible to the consumer, possibly in the form of monetary support or through the purchase of
goods. Can we save the planet while also living in a capitalist society? The inherent paradox in
this is that consuming is what leads to environmental degradation in the first place. In the context
of zoos, the nature/culture divide renders animals captive and consumable; zoo visitors can see,
hear, smell, and touch (some) animals which may then generate an affective response and
influence them to donate, buy items in the zoo, or change their behavior. Zoos also heavily
promote their animals on social media, so zoos can amass followers and potentially more
zoogoers. Zoo visitors may be drawn to zoos because of the entertainment, recreational, and
educational value that the animals provide in exchange for an admission fee which helps support
animal care. In addition, zoo guests may know that they can donate to the zoo and have their
gifts distributed to global conservation organizations that that zoo partners with. Particularly
during COVID-19, GHZ received many donations because people wanted to help the zoo’s
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animals during an economic recession. The reality is that, under capitalism, money is the one
thing that everything/everyone needs to function.
The next section reviews literature about affect and how affect theory has been used to
analyze human-animal relationships. Affect is closely tied with neoliberal environmentality and
environmental subject-making because neoliberalized institutions may politicize affective
relationships to achieve particular goals, such as goals relating to conservation, wildlife
rehabilitation, voluntourism, and animal welfare. If institutions can create environmental subjects
who care about animals and the environment, then those institutions can achieve their goals
through individuals by generating affect and inspiring or otherwise impacting those individuals
to take action.

Affect: The Making of the Environmental Subject
In her work on orangutan rehabilitation, Parreñas (2012) writes about affect, or what she
calls “a dynamic process occurring at the interface of all kinds of bodies” (674), or “sensations
produced through the interface” between bodies (Parreñas 2018, 68). Affect concerns “human
bodies being moved and affected” (Despret 2004, 113). Parreñas argues that in encounters with
animals, affect is generated. There is a distinction between affect and emotion; according to
Parreñas (2018), affect is a “sensation that stirs not from within the body, but between bodies, in
the moments before they come emotion, if they become anything at all” (17).
According to Brondo (2019), conservation organizations can create sites of multispecies
encounters that serve to be emotionally impactful for consumers. Nature becomes a spectacle
that is dependent on inducing emotional responses from consumers, such as a consumer falling
in love with their favorite animal or feeling sympathy for their endangered or threatened wild
counterparts. Essentially, as Brondo (2019) writes, citing Haraway (2008, 3), “this economy is
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fed by the selling of experiences in ‘becoming with’” (Brondo 2019, 603), since humans are
shaped and influenced by the nature spectacle that is promoted, on social media or otherwise.
Conservation organizations create opportunities for affective encounters in order to sustain
themselves financially (Brondo 2019), since consumers pay for these multispecies encounters
from which affect is born. These spectacles may be created specifically to garner sympathy from
consumers so that people will want to solve world problems by consuming, or otherwise
partaking in capitalistic solutions in which spectacle is entangled (Brondo 2019).
One aspect of affect generation in human-animal relationships may be the development
of empathy in humans for nonhuman animals. McClellan (2019) writes that empathy, in the
context of animal welfare work in Jordan, is a form of affect “meant to instantiate human
responsibility for animals…and it is a powerful moral determinant of who gets care (and thereby
who does not)” (791). Similarly to how NGOs in Jordan want to “catalyze a self-imposed ethical
action and inner transformation” regarding feeling empathy for animals during their suffering
(805), a part of affect generation may be that organizations or individuals with authority or
public influence aim to instill empathy in people to achieve certain goals, such as goals
pertaining to animal welfare or wildlife conservation. According to McClellan (2019), empathy
is “carefully crafted and deployed in the long-term plans and mission statements of these
[animal] groups as a marketing device and tool” (805) to achieve particular goals. McClellan
(2019) also writes that animal educators believe that empathy is teachable, and also that it is used
strategically in neoliberal governance because NGOs aim to develop particular characteristics in
Jordanians that align with their animal welfare goals (809).
Combining critical political ecology with multispecies ethnography to write about
conservation voluntourism, Brondo (2019) defines “affect economy” as an “economy based on
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the exchange or trade in the relational or ‘becoming with,’” where “conservation organizations
operate as affect generators, enabling the privilege of engaging in multispecies encounters”
(590). Thus, affect, as used by scholars like Brondo (2019), can be produced through the
exchange or transfer of knowledge and experience between the multispecies assemblage that
then has the potential to help conservation efforts (Brondo 2019).
Affect is also produced between people and animals online and on social media, across
the globe (Brondo 2019; Chua 2018). Organizations use outreach and publicity efforts to reach
people globally – people in the US can sponsor animals at rehabilitation centers, zoos,
sanctuaries, etc. worldwide, simply by swiping a credit card (Igoe 2017). Spectacle plays a role
in these online interactions, since it shapes how consumers view ecological problems and their
solutions, which usually manifest in capitalist-friendly ways of consuming, such as traveling to a
distant location (Brondo 2019). The irony here is that conservation can happen in one’s own
backyard, not requiring any travel, donations, voluntourism, and certainly no “ethical”6
purchases. Spectacle, affect generation, and conservation are thus enveloped in capitalistic
market solutions.
According to Dydynski and Mäekivi (2018), the animals that are most marketed by zoos
and species conservation organizations are mammals, such as charismatic megafauna, that are
popular as well as “cute and fuzzy” (Malamud 2012, 116), or “flagship species” in conservation
(Smith and Sutton 2008). Dydynski and Mäekivi (2018) write that in zoo marketing, it is
common for zoos to depict endearing animals, such as charismatic megafauna like lions, tigers,

Throughout this thesis, I write words like “ethical” consumption or “green solutions” when referring to
consumption-friendly conservation. I understand that using quotes changes the connotation. I do not mean to
insinuate that “green solutions” are actually green solutions or that “ethical” consumption is truly ethical.
6
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and bears, baby animals, and aging animals to promote positive affective relationships between
zoogoers and the animals. Zoos also name many of their animals and write individual animal
stories about how they came to the zoo and about their individual personalities. Zoos also
celebrate animal birthdays and births and mourn deaths on social media, which allows the
consumer to engage with animals in affective ways and identify with the animals. In addition, if
zoos, for example, emphasize interactive affective experiences, such as petting areas, feeding
experiences, and riding experiences, exhibits can become more compelling and marketable
(Dydynski and Mäekivi 2018). Thus, the consumption of these species via images and
experiences is employed to produce affect between the consumer and the animal that is
conducive to conservation and commercial interests.
Affect is the bridge between the animal spectacle, the creation of the environmental
subject, and the subsequent neoliberalized conservation that takes place. Regarding my research,
affect plays a role in zoos because it is generated by the relationship that is formed when a
zoogoer experiences an encounter with an animal. This multispecies encounter has the power to
influence that zoogoer to either donate or change their behavior to align more with what the zoo
teaches. Zoos want to foster an affective relationship between their animals and guests where the
guest leaves more educated and perhaps more connected with the plight of wildlife – zoos want
that zoogoer to leave the zoo and feel empowered to make a difference in the world, monetarily
or otherwise.

Neoliberal Conservation and Neoliberal Environmentality: Saving the Environment Under
Capitalism
In this section, I review neoliberal conservation literature – this literature, like the
literature on spectacle, is critical of market-based solutions to conservation. Part of the problem
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with neoliberal conservation is that ethical, green solutions are marketable; consumers can
maintain their level of consumption while “conserving.” This type of mainstream conservation is
rampant in a society that effectively depends on the exchange of currency and the consumption
of goods, whether the consumable item is labeled as sustainably-sourced, ecofriendly, or
otherwise. Scholars suggest that this paradigm must change – we must change our relationship
with nature so that it is less about consumption and endless growth and more about sustainable
living, more equitable wealth and resource distribution, and less reliant on markets for the
conservation of resources. This is easier said than done, of course, and there are no easy
solutions as long as capitalism thrives.
With a neoliberal ideology, the “market is the model not only for behavior within the
economic realm, but in the rest of society as well” (Fletcher 2010, 174), so the competitionoriented, corporate-controlled market infiltrates all aspects of life and becomes an ethic that
guides people’s actions (Harvey 2005). According to Fletcher (2010), the competitive neoliberal
rational actor, or “homo economicus” (174), acts in self-interest for maximizing profit, even if
they are “undermining social goals” (174). People act individualistically and in self-interest in a
market embedded in competition, where neoliberalism “seeks to bring all human action into the
domain of the market” (Harvey 2005, 3). Neoliberalism instills a sense of individual freedom
where individuals believe that they have the power to make decisions for themselves that are free
of any overarching structural limitations, if they work hard enough (Harvey 2005; Monbiot
2016). Neoliberal ideology is pervasive and has infiltrated all aspects of society and it has
become the internalized, dominant/mainstream ideology for consumers living in capitalist
societies (Harvey 2005; Monbiot 2016). It takes great effort to see ways of thinking, speaking,
and living that go beyond the consumption-oriented market and seeing ourselves as more than
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economic growth-seeking consumers with an abundance of individual freedom and choices. For
most, alternative ways of viewing how the world works might not even be conceivable because
neoliberal ideologies are so internalized (Monbiot 2016).
Conservation rhetoric has become increasingly intertwined with neoliberal economics
through the means of the commodification of natural resources, the privatization of resource
control, and the decentering of resource governance, aimed at local authorities and corporatesponsored NGOs (Fletcher 2010). Fletcher (2010) describes neoliberal conservation as the
“expression of the novel ‘neoliberal environmentality’ in natural resource policy” (176).
According to Fletcher (2020), neoliberal conservation describes a “dynamic wherein prominent
organizations around the world concerned with biodiversity protection have increasingly adopted
strategies and mechanisms that seek to reconcile conservation with economic development by
harnessing economic markets as putative mechanisms for financing nature conservation” (1). In
other words, conservation is made possible by being financed by capitalist markets. Neoliberal
conservation, or the “neoliberalization of nature,” involves the “regulation of nature through
forms of commodification” Igoe and Brockington (2007, 432). Neoliberalism (deregulation,
decentralization, and privatization) is supposed to make conservation easy in the sense that
systemic social and ecological issues are not addressed, and conservation becomes profitable
(Igoe and Brockington 2007). Resource-poor communities around the world can enter
“conservation-oriented business ventures” and for-profit corporations can cooperate with and
sponsor conservation organizations (Igoe and Brockington 2007, 437). Neoliberal conservation
presents a win-win situation where “both people and the environment benefit from economic
growth” (Igoe 2017, 73).

44

Büscher (2012) describes neoliberal conservation as “the paradoxical idea that capitalist
markets are the answer to their own ecological contradiction” (29). Fletcher (2014) calls
neoliberal conservation a “fantasy that the same capitalist forces that commonly exacerbate both
poverty and ecological destruction can be employed to resolve these selfsame problems” (107).
In other words, nature is being commodified in order to fund conservation efforts, but the
paradox is that consumption itself is what causes the environmental destruction. Since the
solutions to our environmental problems are easy and consumption-based, spectacle facilitates
the normalization of resource extraction and exploitation (Igoe 2017). Instead of focusing our
efforts on the environmental degradation that results from the Global North’s unparalleled
“need” to consume and instructing people to consume less, we focus on solutions that involve
capital, such as donations/gifts to organizations, animal sponsorships, and consumption,
sustainably-sourced or otherwise. Since saving the planet is supposedly easy and market-based,
the Global North can continue to be dependent on consumption to maintain their lifestyles,
normalizing resource extraction and exploitation in a society that sees no limits to or harms of
economic growth.
Is there such a thing as ethical consumption under capitalism? Conservation
organizations may be promoting “responsible” or “ethical” consumption to fund their efforts,
which seemingly is preferable to a more mass-produced-type consumption that capitalist
expansion relies upon. Fletcher (2014) is critical of this “so-called ethical consumption,” which
he also calls a “fantasy:”
It claims to resolve the contradiction between the increased consumption essential
to capitalist expansion and the ecological/social crisis provoked by this expansion
by ostensibly linking purchase to social programs that claim to actually redress
rather than stimulate crisis… ‘Ethical consumption’ has been shown to carry
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substantial social and environmental consequences that are obscured by selfcongratulatory rhetoric claiming universally beneficial outcomes (100).
Igoe (2014) brings up the idea that spectacle might conceal alternative solutions for
conservation, since spectacle is so prominent and is touted as the solution in neoliberal
conservation; spectacle promotes consumption as the only path to action (Igoe 2010). The
spectacle in this case could be an “environmentally-responsible” product (say, shoes from a
sustainable shoe line) that are promoted as a solution in comparison to whatever other massproduced-sweatshop-factory shoes people buy. The endgame is not to encourage people to buy
fewer shoes…no one gets rich that way…the endgame is to sell “sustainable” shoes, and that is
extremely marketable, whether it is because it is trendy or because people want to feel like they
are “doing good.”7
The idea that conservation problems can be mediated through market-based solutions is
debated, and some scholars believe that we need to move away from a neoliberal capitalist
approach to conservation. Fletcher (2014) suggests that we need to find “alternate modes of
being that do not commit such violence, either physical or epistemic, to the more-than-human
world in which we live” (107). Indeed, an alternative to neoliberal conservation would mean
subverting capitalism, or at least fundamentally changing the ways in which this world functions
politically and economically. That may include envisioning non-capitalist ways of being and
entering post-capitalism, as well as finding new ways of living beyond the nature/culture divide
in what Büscher and Fletcher (2019) call convivial conservation (Büscher, Dressler, and Fletcher

7

I do not mean to shame people for buying sustainable products, rather I am being critical of the way that
consumption/spectacle is touted as the solution rather than consumption reduction. That is on the producer, not the
consumer, and on larger structures in place that make selling things necessary.
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2014b; Gibson-Graham 2006; Büscher and Fletcher 2019). These “alternate modes of being” are
not incredibly clear or straightforward; of course, as Büscher, Dressler, and Fletcher 2014b write,
“blueprints for action do not exist” (252). This way of living could mean an affective and
ontological change, and learning how to become and coexist differently with nonhumans
(Büscher, Dressler, and Fletcher 2014b). Major changes may also include letting local people
manage their own environments rather than international corporatized bodies, how wealth and
resources are distributed, how environmental NGOs manage their relationships with
corporations, forming more sustainable relationships with natural resources, etc. (Büscher and
Fletcher 2019). These are not easy solutions – they would require a major overhaul of the society
in which we know, and people in power likely do not want to give up that power.
Zoos operate, in part, by using a neoliberalized conservation model. The consumption of
material goods (in addition to the sensory consumption of animals) and experiences is very much
a part of the zoo visit and a factor in how zoos conserve. Zoo visitors can of course purchase
refreshments in the zoo, in addition to items goods in the gift shop and the admission tickets that
most visitors must purchase. In addition to purchases, zoo guests are also encouraged to make
donations to either the zoo directly or to their partner organizations. The zoo collects this revenue
and uses it to operate their zoo, and a portion of donations go toward local conservation field
projects as well as to their global partner conservation organizations in the form of small grants.
In many ways, going to a zoo is an exercise in neoliberal conservation, where people may
believe they are helping animals by making ethical purchases. Some might see this as a win-win
situation where the zoo and animals benefit from the revenue and the consumer benefits from
obtaining a good, an experience, or education.
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Environmentality describes a type of governance and the creation of environmental
subjects who are concerned about the environment (Agrawal 2005). Influenced by biopower and
governmentality, Agrawal (2005) describes environmentality as a “framework of understanding
in which technologies of self and power are involved in the creation of new subjects concerned
about the environment” (166), or environmental governance through environmental subjectmaking (Fletcher 2010, 173). These environmental subjects who care about the environment,
originally created and influenced by a centralized body of power, operate as decentralized, selfregulating bodies who govern the environment (Agrawal 2005).
Fletcher (2010) looks at conservation’s intersections with capitalism and environmental
governance, or neoliberal environmentality. Whereas Agrawal’s “environmentality” is more
disciplinary and involves governmental influence (Fletcher 2010), neoliberal environmentality is
more about “motivating individuals to choose to behave in conservation-friendly ways” (Fletcher
2010, 176). Fletcher (2010) writes that neoliberal environmentality is “an effort to combat
environmental degradation in the interest of biopower through the creation of externalized
incentive structures intended to influence individuals’ use of natural resources by altering the
cost-benefit ratio of resource extraction so as to encourage in situ preservation” (176). Rather
than instilling internalized morals in people for interacting with the environment, neoliberal
environmentality uses cost-benefit scenarios to externally incentivize people who are “selfinterested rational actors” (Fletcher 173), so it is more costly for individuals to extract resources
or to treat the environment badly. This means under a system of neoliberal environmentality,
environmental subjects are created through particular environmental ethics that incentivize
people to “self-regulate their behavior” in ways that are better for the environment (Fletcher
2010, 175). A simple example of this might be that I, a consumer of electricity, refrain from
48

turning on air conditioning both because it is more costly for my wallet and because it requires
the burning of coal.
There are connections between affect and neoliberal governance/environmentality.
McClellan (2019) writes that “teaching Jordanians how to be empathetic to animals is a
neoliberal practice in itself because it focuses on the development of demonstrable and atomized
emotions in individuals as a way to produce fully humanized citizens of the world” (807).
McClellan (2019) is referring to the ways in which empathy for animals is used and taught, with
animal welfare being equated to creating a particular type of citizen. This empathy education is a
type of neoliberal environmentality because authority figures (animal welfare organizations in
this case) aim to cultivate a particular type of person who cares about animals (as well as fellow
humans). Likewise, conservation organizations want to create a similar type of environmental
subject who cares about wildlife and wild places and wants to donate, for example.
Neoliberal environmentality takes on a kind of biopower in creating environmental
subjects who can then nurture life through commodification and consumption, as opposed to the
central government taking on this responsibility. Zoo staff see value in creating environmental
subjects through education and affect and influencing their guests to care about animals by
bringing “exotic,” “wild” animals within viewing (or touching) distance of spectators.
This chapter reviewed more-than-human literature in anthropology, biopolitics and how it
relates to captive animal management, spectacle and its connection to nature consumption, affect
and how it is relevant to more-than-human contexts and making environmental subjects, and
neoliberal conservation and how it involves the commodification of nature and making
conservation relevant and viable under capitalism. In the analysis chapter, this literature will be
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deployed to understand if my interlocutors’ words are in accordance with these theoretical
frameworks.
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CHAPTER III
RESEARCH METHODS
Background
My thesis committee approved my thesis proposal in May 2020. Once Grand Hill Zoo’s
research committee approved my project in August of 2020, Mississippi State University’s
Institutional Review Board for Human Subjects Research permitted me to begin data collection. I
conducted research remotely via Cisco Webex in September and October of 2020 due to the
ongoing COVID-19 pandemic. The interlocutors included Grand Hill Zoo staff members from
the animal, conservation, education, development, and retail departments.
Positionality
My interlocutors knew that I was an anthropology student conducting my MA research
on conservation in zoos. In most interviews, I mentioned that I did work at GHZ in a guest
services position and that my hometown was near the zoo (my hometown is eight miles from
GHZ and the city). I consider myself to be both an insider and an outsider; an insider, because I
did work at GHZ and so I was already familiar with the zoo and the community, and an outsider
as well because although I worked at the same zoo, I did not work in their departments. I have no
background or formal training in many of the areas that my interlocutors had professional
backgrounds in, such as animal biology, zoology, ecology, conservation education, and nonprofit
administration.
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Participant Demographics and Fieldsite
In the table below, I show my 10 interlocutors represented by pseudonyms, the
departments in which they work, their job titles, the number of years that they have worked in
the zoo industry if they mentioned it, the number of years they have worked at GHZ if they
mentioned it, and their educational background if they mentioned it. There is only one
interlocutor from the conservation department, Bernie, because the conservation manager
position was new as of 2020 and Bernie was the only member in the department.

Table 1

Interlocutor information

Opening in 1891 and AZA-accredited since 1983, GHZ is a mid-sized 501(c)(3)
nonprofit zoo located in a mid-sized Midwestern city of about 1.4 million people (urban and
metro areas). The zoo is one of the major cultural/tourist attractions in that region of the state and
its guests come from around the US and the world because of the reputation of the city’s health
sector and the city’s economic growth and job opportunities. I met zoo visitors who came from
across the country for specialized medical treatments and for jobs in local hospitals. They
happened to be in the area as either jobseekers or medical patients and were visiting local tourist
attractions.
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GHZ was a suitable research site because it is the only zoo in the city/surrounding area,
so it serves a particular community and geographical area that more prominent zoos (such as the
San Diego Zoo) do not reach. It is also one of the main hubs in the area for local conservation
research, since it has partnerships with local universities and nature institutes. In addition, the
zoo is located in a geographical area that has much biodiversity and a variety of habitats,
including major bodies of water.
GHZ itself would be considered a mid-sized zoo – according to GHZ’s website, the zoo
occupies about 31 acres of land and is located in a 100-acre park. It is the 4th most attended
cultural institution in the state, and they see about 500,000 visitors annually. GHZ houses more
than 200 species of animals and more than 2200 individual animals. GHZ has a $40,000,000
annual economic impact, according to the zoo’s website. GHZ has 34 species that are a part of
Species Survival Plans.
Visually, GHZ is green and picturesque. Before I worked there in 2019, I had not visited
the zoo in 15-20 years, so I experienced it with fresh eyes. GHZ is set on a wooded hillside and
this hill is the highest point in the city. Guests arrive and park in parking lots that are located
around a city park, which contains a relatively large pond with many ducks. Occasionally, a zoo
guest will alert a team member about large tortoises that like to walk around the park/pond. The
zoo’s entrance was remodeled during the 2019/20 off-season, which contains ticket booths and a
ticket checkpoint location. Inside the zoo, there are winding paths and boardwalks that incline –
there are few, if any, flat areas in the zoo. There are recycling, compost, and trash receptacles
located throughout GHZ.
Immediately upon entry, to the left, is the zoo’s gift shop. Following the winding path
uphill leads to the main concession venue on the left and the zoo’s small aquarium on the right.
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Trees are everywhere – during the summer months, it is common to see invasive gypsy moth
caterpillars dangling from the trees on invisible threads. Most of the animal exhibits are located
in clusters based on where their species originates – there are areas labeled “Africa,” “North
America,” and “South America,” and there are several indoor locations housing reptiles,
amphibians, small primates, and an assortment of smaller animals. There are small bodies of
water in the zoo, including several small ponds and a small waterfall. Popular destinations in
GHZ are the zipline, the high ropes course, the camel rides, and the red panda family of five. At
the top of the zoo, there is a large scenic lookout platform and an event center containing a
ballroom with floor-to-ceiling glass windows, which is a popular venue for weddings and
corporate functions. There is a small European-style tram that ferries guests from the bottom to
the top of the zoo, which costs a few dollars to ride. Zoo staff can be identified by their green
polo shirts complete with khaki shorts/pants, nametags, and radios through which staff relay
information to other staff on department-specific and zoo-wide channels.

Data Collection Methods
Qualitative analysis is important for this study because it allowed me to examine my
interlocutors’ words in depth, as my primary data collection method was interviewing. I
conducted and recorded semi-structured interviews with 10 GHZ staff members using Cisco
Webex Meetings videoconferencing software. To identify my interlocutors, I used a combination
of snowball sampling (chain referral) and purposive sampling (non-probability, selected
population) (Bernard 2011) because I did not know my interlocutors and because I had wanted to
interview zoo staff from particular departments. To identify my first interlocutor, in January of
2020 I began emailing previous contacts who I had met through my 2019 summer job at GHZ.
These contacts were able to connect me with other staff until I found my key contact/informant
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who I communicated with throughout the approval process. This key contact eventually became
my first interlocutor and the start of my snowball sampling. This interlocutor contacted other zoo
staff and provided me with the contact information of two other zoo staff members who had
expressed interest in being interviewed. My communication methods included emailing and
phone calling.
I used purposive sampling because I sought to interview staff who worked in particular
departments at the zoo as opposed to a randomized sample. Originally, I had planned to
interview staff from the conservation, animal, and education departments because I thought that
these staff members would likely have the most knowledge about how GHZ conserves and meets
their educational goals. Staff in the animal and conservation departments work directly with the
animals and breeding programs, help oversee grants to global conservation organizations, and
conduct local field projects. Staff in the education department work more closely with guests in
educational programing, so they have that perspective of guest interaction and seeing guests
interact with the animals in the zoo. This initial limiting was shortsighted, however, since staff in
other departments were familiar with the topics that I was asking about, with the exception of
having a more general understanding of animal care in the zoo and not knowing as much about
specific conservation programs and funding. I was able to interview staff from the development
and merchandise departments in addition to the departments that I originally sought because
there was an interest in being interviewed.
Although GHZ did open in June of 2020 after being closed for the months of April and
May, employees were to observe social distancing guidelines mandated by the Governor.
Because I was practicing social distancing and did not want to jeopardize the health and safety of
my interlocutors for the sake of my own research, I did not actually meet any of them in person.
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To compensate for a lack of participant observation, I watched “Zoo Insiders,” read Facebook
posts, and took notes on GHZ’s social media posts that were posted between the months of April
2020 and August 2020. GHZ Zoo Insiders included informational posts and videos about behindthe-scenes looks at animal training, visits with animals, exhibit design, animal enrichment, the
Eastern box turtle headstarting program, veterinary exams, veterinary facility tours, thank-you
videos from sponsors, educational content about animals and consumption, and the
transportation of a tiger from GHZ to another zoo in a neighboring state and the arrival of a
different tiger from another zoo in a different state. This information from web content provided
me with a better understanding of the praxis of animal keeping and what the zoo looked like
beyond the areas visible to zoo guests. In addition, although I could not conduct research on the
zoo grounds, I did work at the zoo during the summers of 2019 and 2020 so I was able to
frequent the zoo, interact with guests and zoo staff, and see areas visible to zoo guests. While
working in 2019, I got special permission to visit an area not accessible to the average zoogoer,
which was where GHZ keeps their education/ambassador animals (small animals they show in
summer camps, at special events, and in behind-the-scenes experiences, such as chinchillas,
rabbits, reptiles, birds, opossums, etc.). I was able to pet a chinchilla and an opossum. An
ambassador animal experience like the one I had would have cost someone $50 as of 2019.
My interviews were semi-structured so that I could gather answers to more specific, but
open-ended questions and have consistency between interviews in the questions that I used (see
appendix A). I used a list of interview questions, but I also allowed some flexibility in case there
were any tangents. I also asked follow-up/clarification questions – no interview was exactly the
same. I sent my informed consent document via email to my interlocutors before the interviews
and I obtained oral consent before audio recording. I did not interview any individuals under the
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age of 18 and I did not collect any personal or identifiable information. I stored audio and
transcription files on my password-protected laptop, which I kept in my locked apartment. To
protect the privacy of my interlocutors and GHZ as an institution, I changed the zoo’s name and I
use pseudonyms for my interlocutors.
After conducting interviews remotely, I transcribed the interviews using Cisco Webex’s
generated transcriptions and ExpressScribe, an audio management software. First, I read my
complete transcriptions to look for overarching themes and open-coded the text using the
qualitative management software QDA Miner Lite (Bernard 2011). Once the text was coded,8 I
used an inductive grounded theory approach where my conclusions came from the data (Bernard
2011). I read the selected excerpts again and decided which excerpts were most representative of
my theoretical underpinnings. I then isolated those excerpts and trimmed them for clarity, length,
and relevance. This first step was more deductive than inductive because I chose excerpts that
were most relevant to my research/theoretical frameworks.
To begin analysis, I first organized relevant excerpts based on whichever theoretical
framework I felt they best represented. Then, I subsequently categorized the excerpts further into
various subthemes based on common themes/trends I found in the excerpts. These subthemes
were not preconceived – I created them as I read the chosen excerpts (inductively). I went
through several rounds of trimming my excerpts for length and relevance.
My data analysis involved selecting interview excerpts to answer my research questions
and using theoretical lenses to analyze interview excerpts. The next chapter features interview
excerpts that I have isolated based on their relevance to my research questions. I have identified

8

See Appendix C for codebook
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a number of main themes and subthemes related to conservation that are theoretically grounded
(are representative of my theoretical frameworks) in biopolitics, spectacle and the sensory
consumption of nature, affect, neoliberal environmentality/environmental subject-making, and
neoliberal conservation. Ultimately, these excerpts explain how zoos conserve in the words of
my interlocutors, but I go a step further to connect their excerpts to theories which help answer
the most basic question of my research: how do zoos conserve?
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CHAPTER IV
QUALITATIVE DATA ANALYSIS
Working at GHZ for two summers in a guest-facing role (as GHZ calls it) and conducting
interviews helped me to connect theory with praxis. My analysis of the data suggests that zoos,
which house captive animals, aim to inspire zoogoers to be involved in conservation, which is
where biopower, the creation of spectacle, affect generation, environmental subject-making, and
neoliberalism converge. My data shows how zoos aim to educate and influence the public and
create a conservation-minded community by curating immersive multispecies experiences; by
exhibiting animals, accredited US zoos aim to support wildlife conservation and influence
zoogoers to positively impact the environment by cultivating passion and excitement for the
nonhuman other. My data also shows how affect generation between humans and animals plays a
role in how zoos connect their guests to their animals and influence their guests’ behavior to
create an environmentally-conscious community.
My interviews with 10 Grand Hill Zoo staff members from the animal, conservation,
education, development, and retail departments reveal staff perspectives on how both GHZ and
zoos in general participate in conservation. My data demonstrates that zoo staff foster animal
lives through scientific as well as economic measures by providing animals for people to
visually, auditorily, tactilely, and olfactorily consume. Zoo staff also aim to foster affective
relationships between zoogoers and zoo animals so that zoogoers will feel compelled to donate
or change their behavior.
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My analysis using the lenses of biopower, spectacle, affect, neoliberal conservation, and
environmental subject-making shows ways in which humans can interact with and care for
nonhumans, how humans and nonhumans impact each other’s lives, and how humans manage,
commodify, and consume nature. I want to stress to the reader that these theoretical frameworks
are not mutually exclusive; I have found there is often overlap when these themes are applied to
real-life concepts, actions, and behavior, because the themes are heavily connected and work
together to answer the basic question of how zoos conserve. My interlocutors’ quotes articulate
the various weavings of these theoretical frameworks – the data that I have collected suggests
that these frameworks do not operate in isolation. I have attempted to categorize excerpts
according to theoretical theme, however, to show how each theoretical framework is individually
best represented in the data.
In this chapter, by showing interview excerpts from 10 zoo staff, I explain how particular
theoretical lenses (biopower, spectacle, affect, neoliberal environmentality and conservation) can
be used to analyze zoo staff discourse about zoo operations to learn how zoos conserve. I argued
that zoo staff see conservation taking place through their zoo’s operations, their animals, and
through their zoo guests in ways that evoke notions of biopower, spectacle, affect, neoliberal
environmentality and conservation. Humans care for and manage animals in captivity, and these
animals are then displayed as spectacles and consumed in exchange for capital. Once the animals
are consumed, visually or otherwise, their value and utility are seen in their ability to move and
affect people emotionally so that people will then want to change their behavior or donate. In
terms of green consumption, natural resources are being used to produce/transport goods that are
then monetized. On another level, the sustainably-sourced goods that zoos sell are sometimes
made from materials that are the result of previous resource extraction, consumption, and
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pollution. Essentially, nature is used to garner capital and that capital is used to save nature. The
nature/culture divide makes it so that we can use, manage, monetize, display, consume, and save
nature.

Figure 1

A chimp at GHZ
Biopolitics: Zoos and Fostering Life

My interlocutors’ discourses reflect the notion that captive animal management is
biopolitical, meaning that zoo staff speak and act in ways that are exemplary of biopower.
Biopower is used to analyze a particular human-animal relationship in zoos where animals are
made to live through breeding and care. Zoos participate in ex situ conservation by maintaining
species in zoos that are genetically independent of wild populations. Zoos also participate in in
situ conservation by donating a percentage of their budget to global wildlife conservation
organizations and by being involved in local field conservation projects. Animals are governed
bodies; the biopolitical management and care of zoo animals transforms the animals as targets of
conservation and renders some species dependent on humans for life. Although this dynamic
leaves animals in captivity, they are alive and their species can continue to live in a safe, secure,
carefully-managed world whilst their wild counterparts may be dying. Of course, biopower is not
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so easily isolated from my other theoretical frameworks (spectacle, affect, neoliberal
environmentality, and neoliberal conservation). My analysis shows how captivity allows for the
perpetuation of the spectacle, affect, neoliberal environmentality, and neoliberal conservation
because animals are kept in captivity (leaving wild populations intact), providing inspiration,
education, and entertainment for people who may then go on to either change their consumptive
behavior or donate to wildlife conservation. I argue that managing animals in captivity is
essential for the zoo to meet its conservation goals for these aforementioned reasons.
In my data, the relationships between zoo staff and their animals manifest as care for
animals, but care is ultimately a type of power and in the case of zoos, this power produces
spectacles. I argue that my interlocutors’ discourses about conservation in zoos maintain notions
of power and care and by perpetuating the nature/culture divide, which some scholars argue
impedes the improvement of human relationships with nature if the relationship becomes
exploitative.
As with all of my topics and subtopics in this chapter, I read my transcripts before
inductively creating the topics – although I was keeping my research questions in mind when I
initially read through my transcripts, my subtopics are merely trends that I saw while reading. I
did not deductively create these subtopics. This section on biopower is divided into two
subsections: “Captivity/Managed Care” and “In Situ/Ex Situ Conservation Involving Zoos”
because captivity is how animal management in zoos manifests and because conservation, as a
type of biopolitical management, is something that zoos strive to accomplish through various
pathways. Together, these sections demonstrate how keeping animals in captivity is a
manifestation of human’s power over animals; the nature/culture divide exists because there is
dominion over animals, and the power that humans have over animals in zoos (both to keep
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animals alive and well and to display them to the public for achieving various purposes/goals)
reifies and perpetuates that dualism.

Managed Care
This section features a collection of interlocutors’ quotes about animals living in
managed care and how zoo staff manage them, including topics relating to breeding in captivity
and enrichment. I begin by examining my interlocutors’ perspectives on captivity first because
keeping captive animals is how elements such as biopolitical power of humans over animals,
spectacle, affect, neoliberal environmentality, and neoliberal conservation are maintained and
perpetuated in zoos. Examining how zoo staff perceive captivity shows how humans’ power over
animals is integral to conservation in zoos where animals are kept alive and genetically viable so
that zoos can both breed responsibly and meet exhibit demands (for the spectacle). My
interlocutors spoke about captivity as a way to care for and carefully monitor animals, as
captivity allows humans to have more control over animals than a wild existence would. I argue
that captivity is a product of the nature/culture divide and biopolitical power differentials, since
zoo staff control almost all aspects of captive animals’ lives to keep them alive and well.
Captivity, particularly regarding the word itself, does not always have positive
connotations and is not the most politically correct term in zoos. During my work orientation in
the summer of 2019, a human resources staff member instructed us (seasonal team members) to
use alternative words such as “habitat” and “managed care” instead of “negative image” words
such as “cage” and “captive” when speaking to or around zoo guests.9 There was a section about

9

As well as to use “guest” instead of “customer” to reflect the nature of nonprofits providing services for guests
rather than customers.
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this in our orientation booklets – even before beginning work, staff are informed of the subtle
differences in semantics and the kind of impact words have on an institution’s image. This detail
is worth noting here because it shows that not everyone who comes to the zoo is accepting of
captivity because of the limitations it poses, and the zoo wants their young staff members to
represent their zoo in a positive light. I personally recall speaking with one disgruntled guest who
was not supportive of camels giving rides and living in a small space for the season, but she was
purchasing a camel ride for the child who was with her anyway because she wanted the child to
be happy. This interaction ended with her accusing me of being complicit with the camel
operations. In addition, several interlocutors spoke about guests being unhappy with animals
living in confined spaces, so this is a rather common experience that staff have with guests.
In many cases, my interlocutors spoke of the advantages of captivity, or managed care,
over a wild existence, since captivity is a contested issue and not all people agree that animals
should be kept in captivity. On animals living in managed care, Damian, a zookeeper, said:
Animals in managed care are…safer…going to have a proper diet provided for them at
all times…we…have the ability to provide medicine…prolong life...You see a lot of
things in zoo animals you would never see in a wild animal…arthritis, cataracts,
diabetes…they wouldn't live long enough to have those things…we had a chimp with
diabetes for years…she…got insulin shots from the keepers…every day they would
check her blood sugar. She would urinate on blood sugar test strips for them and she
would let them give her the insulin shots every day…she was…really terrific about that.
We manage a lot of animals for arthritis…we're up to four penguins…on arthritis
medicine... Damian, keeper
Damian’s quote demonstrates the type of power that humans have over animals to be able to
prolong their lives through balanced diets and medicine. Biopower, exercised as pastoral power
(power of care), is what allows animal staff to have this ability to prolong animal lives using
science and technology. Zookeepers are capable of managing animal lives in a myriad of ways,
which ultimately contributes to conservation because wild animal populations are left intact (and
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the zoo animals can inspire guests to change their behavior or donate). Caring for animals is an
expression of biopower and since this care stems from Western ideologies of stewardship and the
dualistic nature/culture divide, this data suggests that conservation is made possible in part by the
nature/culture dualism. Essentially humans care for animals and make them prosper, which
upholds an unequal power dynamic because humans manage animals, rendering animals as
beings that humans help.
Melody spoke about the carefully monitored protection, safety, veterinary care, and food
that captive animals receive. In some cases, animals are “meant to be” in managed care.
…some animals are meant to be in managed care…they won't survive out in the wild…in
the zoos, they…have a higher life expectancy…a safe space…we have animals that are
living a lot longer…that have diabetes, or…things that in the wild would make them
weak… Melody, education program manager for guest programs, former keeper
Melody’s discourse suggests that there is a sentiment among some zoo staff that a biopolitical
relationship (the power to foster life) between humans and animals where humans keep animals
in captivity is sometimes preferred to a wild existence. This biopolitical relationship is necessary
then, since some species will not survive without human intervention. Captivity allows zoo staff
to help animals that they perceive to be in danger or weak from illness, so it seems as though
some species need human help or are helpless without human intervention. Animals’
helplessness, or rather our perception that animals need our help, is a product of our dominion
over nature and the nature/culture divide because humans see themselves as stewards who have a
duty to protect nature. Scholars such as Chrulew (2011) believe that the nature/culture divide is
ultimately what leads to nature’s exploitation, but this dualism also leads to notions of dominion
that manifest in zoos as care for animals, which may or may not lead to animals’ eventual
exploitation.
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Kevin had expressed concerns about certain species living in captivity, such as great apes
and cetaceans, but concluded that life in captivity is better than being dead. In addition, certain
reptiles and amphibians, for example, might not know the difference between a captive and a
wild existence. Zoo staff also cannot provide the same freedom of choice that animals would
have in the wild.
For some of them it’s existence…there's no place for them in the wild…I don't care for
great apes in captivity...I'll lean towards some existence is better than none…For a lot of
animals, I don't think their life in captivity is better at all. [chuckles]…Their life would
probably end much more brutally and horrifically [in the wild]…But, as far as a chance to
propagate species’ chance to engage in all the wild behaviors they normally
would…those are very difficult things to do in a captive setting…the freedom of
choice…is never met at that same level in captivity... Kevin, keeper
Although humans managing nature can be beneficial for some species, there may be a point
where the biopolitical dominion over animals has negative consequences. Human management is
sometimes necessary, and other times it is detrimental. The idea that some existence is better
than none means that a life with limitations is better than no life at all. This sentiment speaks to
the power of the maxim “make live” in zoo staff discourse, since making animals live is highly
valued by zoo staff.
Kevin went on to describe captivity as a cost-benefit issue – for most species in captivity,
the benefits for the species as a whole outweigh the cost that the individual animals are paying
by living in captivity.
I would argue that the benefits [of captivity] far outweigh the costs at this point...it's a
cost-benefit thing…that line gets very blurry when you start talking about animals with
high levels of cognition…it's a really difficult argument to make…high levels of social
structures and ability to move in a large, dynamic space that we cannot provide in a
captive setting…For the vast majority of species that you're gonna find in zoos and
aquariums…the benefit to the species as a whole and…to the world as a whole…far
outweighs the cost that that particular animal’s paying by having to be in captivity…
Kevin, keeper
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This is akin to Braverman’s (2012b) thought that zoos more readily sacrifice the individual
animal to save the flock (what she calls the “essential paradox” of pastoral power). The
biopolitical management of nature, in this case a paradoxical pastoral power where individual
animals are sacrificed for the good of the “flock,” can influence people’s rhetoric about animals
and the good of the planet – it is worth it if one animal sacrifices its freedom if the rest of its
species benefit, in some cases. This is also an example of more neoliberal thinking at play
because in neoliberal ideology, solutions to problems are framed in terms of the potential cost vs.
the potential benefit. This suggests that zoo staff are operating under a neoliberalistic worldview
(perhaps unconsciously) where their knowledge of zoo operations and conservation is framed
through a mainstream neoliberal mindset.
Kevin also spoke about humans being able to utilize animals:
It really depends…on your personal philosophy...should we be able to utilize animals for
our own use?...It can be done appropriately, it certainly can be done inappropriately…if
we're striving to offer them the absolute best we possibly can, and are continuing to
improve that bar, which is definitely something that I've seen…working in the zoo…I
think it's okay. Kevin, keeper
Kevin’s musings represent a key problem regarding the nature/culture divide and keeping
animals in captivity – should humans be able to use animals (for entertainment, inspiration,
education, etc.) in captivity? If humans can use animals, certainly the nature/culture dualism will
continue to exist at least in some capacity, even if the human-animal relationship is perceived as
appropriate/beneficial rather than exploitative. Kevin’s articulation suggests that he is, like most
Americans, a neoliberal actor, thinking that humans have the individual freedom to choose to use
animals, but at the same time he is challenging neoliberal ideologies. Since neoliberal
conservation ultimately involves the utilization/commodification/exploitation of nature justified
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by the separation of nature and culture, questioning the utilization of animals is a sign of
challenging neoliberal thought.
Kevin’s comment suggests that there may be gray area when it comes to discussing the
validity of the nature/culture divide – animals in captivity can be used for the betterment of all,
particularly regarding injured animals that would not survive in the wild. However, Kevin did
have some reservations; keeping certain animal species (great apes and cetaceans) in captivity
crosses a line. It would be “cost-prohibitive” to do it right, he later said. Kevin had also
expressed concerns about the ways that apes are raised by humans in captive settings. Biopolitics
renders some species mostly dependent on humans for survival because humans have managed
and cared for species in captivity for generations, so the animals could not survive without
human care. This dependency as a result of captivity speaks to the power that humans wield over
animals because humans have controlled animals to a point where they rely on this control to
stay alive.
Micah was critical of arguments against captivity, citing science. Zoo professionals have
the knowledge and technology to keep animals alive and well, and from Micah’s perspective, the
importance of this scientific knowledge about animals that zoos employ and produce may not be
understood by a layperson who is against zoos.
…When you hear arguments against…human care, they are emotional arguments, not
scientific arguments…it's very difficult to temper an emotion with science…We
are…more well-informed about the natural history of animals and what they…require in
the wild because of zoos and aquariums…and that's science…people that…aren't
supportive of zoos are…taking a very binary look at what we do…and there's this idea
that from some, and…I don't agree with it…that animals in human care…aren't well
off…are somehow disadvantaged, and the reality is there are many animals that are here
that are rehab animals that wouldn't be alive if it wasn't for us. Micah, general
curator/animal department director
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Western science is one of the establishments that helps reinforce the nature/culture divide –
humans could conquer, manage, and use nature through scientific inquiry, and now
contemporary zoos perpetuate that dualism by using science to justify their animal captivity and
management. Science is seen as the indicator of what is best for captive animals.
Noel thought that accredited zoos are trustworthy and that these zoos manage captive
animals responsibly. In the future, zoos may be able to release more animals from captivity – one
day, zoos might have a role in helping to replenish the Earth’s species.
…If…they [guests] were upset…I'd point out some of the animals that…wouldn't be
alive if it wasn't for the zoo…especially the endangered species, like chimpanzees…it
wouldn't even be responsible for a reintroduction program…a lot of the goal is that we're
maintaining that genetic diversity, so when things are better…that there are still enough
members of the species to help replenish that population…I feel like zoos are very
necessary. It's unfortunate that they're necessary because there could just be more
preserves to learn…and get that passion for kids to grow up and care more about nature.
But, things are pretty dire… Noel, assistant education and guest program manager
Noel’s quote shows that there are aspects of biopower that are unfortunate but necessary because
the Earth is not in a good place. If species were released, that would mean that the biopolitical
relationship between humans and animals would change to be more balanced and coexistence
would be possible. Noel’s comments offer some optimism for the future in case there is a need
for genetically-stable species populations to be released.
A misconception about captivity is that wild collection is involved (that animals are taken
from the wild and put into zoos). Most zoo animals are born in captivity and wild collection
typically does not occur, even if habitats are failing, unless an animal is injured or otherwise
cannot live unsupported.
…Some of them [are here] because they've had injuries to them. Some…were having a
hard time surviving in the wild…zoos…try not to take them out of the wild unless
absolutely necessary…we have plans to be able to transition them back into the wild if it
is appropriate for them...We're not just going to ‘oh, well, their habitat’s failing so we're
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going to bring them all into managed care.’…that is not ideal. They're going to… survive
and thrive better…in the wild...That's where they should be… Melody, education
program manager for guest programs, former keeper
Melody’s quote shows that zoo staff are judicious when exercising biopower. Zoos must make
decisions about the lives that they support, and often this means breeding their own animals and
raising them in captivity. Melody’s comment suggests that the biological power that zoos have is
best used only in particular circumstances.
Rebecca thought that if we lived in a world where animals could live in the wild, most
zookeepers would want that, too. Rebecca said that what zoos should focus on, then, is providing
for zoo animals beyond their basic needs and offering choices.
…If you asked most keepers…if we lived in a world where we didn’t have to have zoos
and…animals had the space that they needed…to live in a way that we could sustain all
of those species…that we would. We unfortunately don’t, so…what we need to
do…educate more people on, is how we do that successfully in a zoo…ideally, the best
animal welfare that we can give them is…choice…in terms of what they engage with,
how they engage…the focus, too, on the…science and the study behind it…the
evaluation processes that we have…are we really doing what we say we’re doing? And
do we have the data to back that up? Rebecca, education program manager
Some choices offered to animals at GHZ include the option for an animal to remain in their
indoor enclosure (as opposed to being on exhibit – for example, the red pandas can decide
whether they want to be outside on exhibit or inside the) and the option to participate in certain
medical practices and training, according to zoo staff. The rhetoric explained in a GHZ “Zoo
Insider” video about training was that animals are “trained to assist in their own care.” In the
video, the keeper says “up” and gestures with her arm in an upward motion and the bear stands
on her hind legs. The keeper then says “open” and makes an opening motion with her hand and
the bear opens her mouth. The keeper says “arm” next, and the bear puts her front leg on the
ledge by the keeper. By saying “poke,” the bear knows that she will get a vaccine. As the keeper
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said in the video about getting a vaccine, “it’s totally her choice, if she doesn’t want to do it, she
doesn’t have to do it…They know what’s going on.” The bear was given treats after she
performed each desired action. From the perspective of zoo staff, the animals can choose
whether or not they want to participate in medical procedures because once the animal hears/sees
the command, the animal can expect to receive treatment in exchange for a reward.
Zoo animals exist in a world where their choices are framed by human management,
whether that is what they eat and when, how they eat it, what other animals they live and mate
with, where they mark their territory, where they sleep, how they forage, whether they go into
the exhibit, whether or not they participate in medical treatment etc. While a bear or a tiger can
choose whether or not to provide its leg in exchange for a vaccination and a treat, that choice
(deciding to put its leg up) is framed by incentivizing certain behaviors. More importantly,
however, is that zoo staff describe this as a choice. Providing captive animals with more choices
is one of the best things that zoos can provide for their animals, according to Rebecca. This also
speaks to the biopolitical management of animals, since captivity seen as necessary in some
cases and because providing animals with choices is one component of animal management.
Furthermore, the mere ideas of individual freedom and the freedom to choose is a fundamental
base of neoliberal ideology. Theoretically the individual has volition in neoliberalism, but of
course this volition is shaped by structural limitations. This mirrors the rhetoric seen from my
interlocutors where they value animals having choice/volition in captive animal management.
Breeding is a quintessential example of how humans biopolitically manage animals – it is
how the spectacle and exhibit demands can be maintained and it is a literal manifestation of the
“make live” maxim. In captive settings, animals do not necessarily get to choose what other
animals they mate with – a wild setting would provide more mate choices, given that the wild
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population numbers are not decimated. Zoos match their animals based on genetic compatibility,
and AZA zoos are in a network that allows them to communicate and trade animals for breeding.
Of course, zoo staff cannot physically force their animals to mate – zoos are not always
successful with breeding, so this suggests that zoo animals have some agency when mating is
involved. The consistent element is that zoo staff care for and manage their animals according to
what they think is best for their animals, but this care and management stem from power
differentials between humans and animals and human dominion of nature.
In accredited zoos, animals are bred responsibly, which means that the animals are paired
with mates that are matched based on genetic viability so that the zoo animals’ gene pools are
sustainable, and zoos do not have to introduce wild animal genes. Responsible breeding also
means that any offspring that the pairs may have would have an eventual home to go to – a zoo
would not breed bears, for example, if there was a lack of space in their zoo or in other zoos for
bear offspring, since bears require a fair amount of space and live for many years. States have
their own individual laws prescribing if certain animal species can be bred or not, as well.
Animal breeding in accredited zoos is governed by the AZA and their SSPs, which use
studbooks to match animals genetically. As previously mentioned, the SSP births support the
sustainability and genetic stability of animal populations in zoos.
As Micah mentions below, most animals that are born in zoos will eventually be sent to
another facility to breed.
…Species Survival Plans…create studbooks…those studbooks manage which animals
are breeding with which other animals…the goal is to create a population that will be
genetically viable and stable for 100 years…it's fairly complicated, but…it's very wellmanaged…it's…a group effort…it's something that all AZA facilities are doing and
helping to support…We've had quite a few…successful SSP births this year and…those
will go to support the sustainability of those animal species in captivity…A lot of the
animals that are born here, they don't stay here…they will get recommended to go to
72

another facility and help support continued reproduction and successful maintenance of
the species. Micah, general curator/animal department director
Studbooks are a concrete example of the biopolitical management of animals. They literally
prescribe which animals mate and with whom – breeding is largely controlled by humans.
Managed breeding and births show the type of dominance that humans have over animals, and
this goes for breeding outside of the context of zoos. Humans breeding/genetically modifying
nonhumans (animals, plants) is pervasive in humans’ past and present, from food to domestic
animals and zoo animals. Humans have been manipulating nature practically since humans first
existed. Studbooks are merely a manifestation of this power. This means that zoo staff operate
under ideas of the nature/culture divide where humans can manipulate nature through breeding;
distinct from nature, humans have the power to shape it in ways that they see best. Parreñas
(2018) is critical of captive breeding, calling it “forced copulation” (88) where captive male and
female orangutans are caged together in the hope of the female becoming pregnant.
Rebecca, one of the education department managers, spoke about how particular species
are targeted for conservation help in zoos. Choices have to be made regarding which species are
being bred, and only certain animals in zoos are approved for breeding (many are on
contraceptives). This may be a matter of who can be made to live, since certain species are lower
in number than others.
…it's pretty impressive, in terms of the size of zoo that we are…the breeding programs
that we have…we've got one of the best breeding programs for Magellanic penguins in
the country…whatever magic our aquarium keepers are working, the penguins are clearly
very happy [chuckles] and thriving…for many years, we didn't really have a lot of
breeding programs…the work that the…animal staff has done over the years to…shift
that, in terms of focusing on animals that we know need conservation help…being
selective in terms of how we choose habitats to have here at the zoo and why…the
facilities that we're going to have, if…they are breeding facilities... Rebecca, education
program manager
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Rebecca’s quote exemplifies the biopolitical choices that zoos must make when deciding which
species to house and breed. GHZ is not an incredibly large zoo, so they have spatial limitations
that restrict the animals that they can house. For example, GHZ cannot presently keep giraffes or
elephants because of the particular space and terrain requirements that these animals would need.
In addition, zoos focus their attention on animals that need conservation help, as Rebecca pointed
out, so particular species, such as species that are involved in the SSP breeding programs, are
species that are at risk in the wild.
AZA zoos are in a network of zoos across the world, although most are in the US, and
they all collaborate, so the onus of propagating all of the world’s species does not fall onto one
zoo. However, each zoo still makes decisions about which animals they will house and breed,
and these are biopolitical decisions that are representative of the power that humans have in
animals’ futures. Zoo staff know that they have the scientific knowledge and ability to breed
animals, and they’re choosing which animals to breed, so they are operating under the
assumption that breeding animals and thus biopolitically managing those animals is ultimately
beneficial. The nature/culture divide, which allows humans to manage and have power over
nature, can be a positive type of power if humans know which animals to breed and how.
The biopolitical power that humans have over animals does not always produce the result
that humans want – humans cannot play God, although sometimes it seems as though we can.
There are limits to biopower - humans cannot exert complete control over nature, and sometimes
this control is poorly executed or there are better, more efficient ways to manage/help animals.
There are also exceptions to the generalization that captive animals live longer than wild ones.
Kevin spoke about the futility of breeding some animal species and how resources might be
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better allocated elsewhere. This is an example of neoliberal ideology because it represents
deciding whether breeding a species is worth the expense/effort.
With some of them…I think it's [breeding] kind of futile…Sometimes we're maintaining
species that I feel like want to go extinct. Like, Wyoming toads…Very limited wild
population…we took these animals into captivity, and we’re breeding them in captivity.
I've never seen animals try to die so hard...they absolutely die from everything…the wildcaught adults were living into their…twenties? We can't keep an adult alive for more than
five or six years…there's disease issues...[chuckles]…we're putting all this time and
effort into saving this species that, like, doesn't want to live…we could be spending a
tenth of this on something else and have, like, some meaningful impact…once we get
down these roads on particular species, we just keep plowing ahead regardless of, like,
the cost-benefit analysis... Kevin, keeper
Whether breeding in zoos is deemed successful or not, humans have control, but perhaps not
complete control, when it comes to maintaining species in zoos. Humans create the breeding
matches, so mate choice is managed, and depending on the species, babies may result if the pair
mates. The aquarium keepers may “work magic” to achieve their breeding success with
penguins, but other species such as the Wyoming toad appear like they want to go extinct. There
is effort on the staffs’ part to keep them alive for a longer period, but they keep dying anyway.
This quote speaks to the limits of biopower and of the power that humans hold over
animals. It also speaks to human infallibility in the biopolitical management of animals – humans
may try everything to propagate a species, but nature, whatever that may be, has its own way of
responding to the power that humans wield over animals. Kevin recognized the futility of
breeding some species and he was critical of zoos funneling time, effort, and monetary resources
toward these ineffective projects – the cost is not worth the benefit. This is an example of
neoliberal thinking and problem solving where the cost of keeping the toads alive is being
weighed against the potential benefit, which is not being realized. It would be better to act in
ways where the cost is worth the benefit.
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There are ethical qualms with captivity of which Kevin was critical. Certain breeding
practices in zoos may be seen as ethical today, such as captive breeding or administering
contraceptives/denying the right to reproduce, but standards are always changing.
Should we…continue to reproduce chimpanzees while knowing that those things are
never, ever gonna leave captivity?...Should we be denying those chimps the right to
reproduce?...That's…the most basic, natural thing for them to do…I think that we're
gonna look back in 20 years and gonna be pretty embarrassed by what we thought was
okay today… Kevin, keeper
Kevin’s quote shows how the current biopolitical relationship between humans and captive
animals is being challenged by zoo staff – Kevin recognizes that biopower and having
reproductive control is not always good. Kevin is cognizant of the idea that the nature/culture
dualism (in this case exercising power over chimp reproduction) might be morally questionable
and that zoo staff might change their thoughts on reproductive control in the future. This
suggests that there is hope for scholars and conservationists who wish to challenge the
nature/culture dualism. Perhaps there will be other ways of coexisting with nature that do not
involve such high levels of control, since this control can be detrimental toward animals and
humans will always be modifying and correcting for their missteps.
Captivity presents psychological challenges for animals, so enrichment is an attempt to
simulate the lives of the zoo animals’ wild counterparts. Enrichment is another aspect of
biopolitical of zoo animal management where animals are given stimuli to encourage normal
behaviors, akin to what behaviors the animals would exhibit in the wild. Zoo staff wanting to
evoke these natural behaviors in their animals comes from a place of both care and control, since
zoo staff want their animals to have the most “normal” lives (a loaded term, but “normal” here
might equate to “natural” as determined by zoo professionals, or lives that are untouched by
human intervention) that they can give their animals within the parameters of captivity.
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Enrichment encourages foraging behaviors and stimulates animals, since managed care
eliminates dangers, threats, and challenges that animals face in the wild. Enrichment consists of
objects like toys and playthings, treats/foods that are hidden in the zoo habitat, puzzles, ice
blocks with food inside, new foods to try, etc.
…we want to make sure that they're exhibiting natural behaviors and we do that through
offering them enrichment. To encourage them to do things like forage and…hunt, if that's
what they do in the wild. Micah, general curator/animal department director
None of my interlocutors said that enrichment was “natural,” only that the concept of offering
enrichment (something that is not “natural”) is creating a simulation of wild behaviors. The zoo
staff are only trying to evoke certain behaviors that the animals would exhibit in the wild so that
the animals’ lives are more “natural.” There is nothing “natural” about the biopolitical
management of animals in captivity and offering enrichment, but zoo staff want their animals to
exhibit “normal” behaviors, like foraging.
Damian spoke about what enrichment can offer to the animals, including joy.
…you want every day to be different. That's the enrichment…to give them something
that makes them work…think…I don't want to anthropomorphize, but something that
maybe brings a little bit of joy into that day…a lot of that comes from the enrichment.
Damian, keeper
Biopolitically, zoo staff manage their animals’ lives down to the day, perhaps the hour if feeding
times come at regular intervals. Zoo staff have concerns that their animals’ days might be too
similar, so they want to stimulate their animals in different ways so that the animals feel joy.
This joy is created by humans, for animals – living in captivity may be monotonous, but humans
having power over animals means that humans can provide animals with stimulation and maybe
even evoke positive emotions in animals. It is up to the humans, it seems, to make sure that they
manage their animals in ways that are varied and exciting for their animals. Humans provide the
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animals with the stimulation that the animals need, so humans can, in way, help impact their
animals’ emotions.
Enrichment in captive settings shows how zoo staff are attempting to simulate wild
behaviors in animals and is a major element in captive animal management. Since so much of
animals’ lives are managed in captivity, zoo staff need to simulate certain actions (like hunting,
foraging) that would be a major part of these animals’ lives in the wild. There is nothing natural
about captivity and enrichment, and yet the goal is to simulate natural animal behaviors. In
addition, enrichment might bring joy into an animal’s day, since the keepers want their animals
to be mentally stimulated.
Biopower in name, like all of my theoretical frameworks, was not mentioned any
interlocutors. However, conservation and the way that animals are managed in zoos is a form of
biopower because animals are being “made to live” so that they can educate and inspire people.
Zoo animal lives are carefully managed, from their arrival at the zoo to their departure, if they
are sent to another facility for mating. Their enclosures are designed with animal welfare in
mind, with GHZ often going above and beyond the minimum requirements set by the AZA. The
animals receive routine veterinary care and behavioral monitoring so that staff can identify any
issues with their animals. The animals get formulated diets, and their food is chopped and
delivered to them. Some animals are bred in zoos, so mate matches are dependent more on
genetic matches rather than on an animal’s choice. Zoo animals are being “made to live,” usually
longer than their wild counterparts, through veterinary medicine, behavioral monitoring, regular
food intake, and breeding. They are also not falling victim to habitat loss, diseases that would be
fatal in the wild, natural predators, poachers, and the pet trade, for example.
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Some interlocutors said that because of the reality of the state of things on this planet,
certain zoo animals are better off in zoos than in the wild. Many of my interlocutors spoke of the
unfortunate realities that animals in the wild face and that there is simply no place for some
animals in the wild as long as habitats are being destroyed. One interlocutor did say that certain
animals, like great apes and cetaceans, should not be kept in captivity, however for most animals
in zoos, the benefits arising from education and their continued existence (even if captive)
outweigh the cost the individual animals are paying by living in captivity. With this being said,
the ways in which some animals are cared for in captivity makes it difficult for them to be
released. Due to the combination of events involving a long history of animals living in captivity,
humans raising animals, and habitats failing in the modern day, zoos are, at this point in time,
necessary to keep many individual animals and certain species alive. Therefore, the biopolitical
management of nature as it manifests today is a product of humans’ history with animals and our
current relationships with and dominion over nature and wild places.
Managing animals and making animals live in captivity is a key component of how zoos
operate. My interlocutors spoke about how they perceive captivity, specifically its advantages
and disadvantages, how science and technology are used to keep animals alive, animals having
the freedom of choice or a lack thereof, sacrificing individual animals in captivity for the good of
the “flock,” and the concept of using animals. Most aspects of a captive animal’s life are
managed by zoo staff to keep animals safe and healthy. To my interlocutors, this biopolitical
management of animals is not always good - although my interlocutors valued life, sometimes
captivity can be detrimental for animals. Several interlocutors said that animals would be better
off in the wild in most circumstances, if there was a place for them.
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My interlocutors’ discourses are often framed by mainstream neoliberal ideologies
(valuing individual choice/freedom, weighing costs vs. benefits when thinking of solutions to
problems, and being able to use nature (for “appropriate” or “inappropriate” purposes). Their
view of nature is that we should care for it (pastoral power), with captivity being one way to do
this. This also suggests that the nature/culture divide frames the thinking of my interlocutors,
which is expected since this ideology is engrained in Western thought. My interlocutors view
that it is their job to care for these animals and make sure they are well, which reifies the
dualistic view that humans are separate from and have dominion over nature and have power that
they can wield for the betterment of animals in most cases, as far as captive animal management
goes. There are instances where interlocutors are critical of captivity and of using animals, but
the main thought was that captive animal management was beneficial in most cases and that
animals can still be used appropriately, which means that neoliberal thought and the
nature/culture divide are informing my interlocutors’ ideas about animals and captivity.
In Situ/Ex Situ Conservation Involving Zoos
This subsection focuses on the more direct role of zoos in conservation, whether that is
through breeding programs in zoos, local field projects, or through monetarily supporting other
in situ efforts. I chose to focus on conservation because conservation is a biopolitical practice of
using science and technological advancements to keep targeted animals alive. I chose to include
excerpts describing GHZ’s role in both in situ and ex situ conservation because ultimately the
biopolitical management of animals in zoos is one of the major ways that zoo staff articulate how
they achieve their conservation goals. I argue that zoo staff speak in ways that frame captive
animal management as a tool for conservation. Interlocutors emphasized GHZ’s contributions to
both local on-the-ground projects as well as their monetary contributions to global organizations
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that work in situ, so their management of animals goes beyond captive settings and includes
more neoliberal approaches to conservation. One of the main ways in which zoos directly
participate in conservation is through field programs where there is collaboration between in
situ/ex situ efforts; their contributions to on-the-ground conservation are more than just
monetary.
The following quote from Marie connects the importance of conservation as their main
goal and the power of education and word of mouth as tools for conservation.
People come to the zoo for a really great time…But…I hope that while people are there,
some nugget of information sticks with them…that's…why we named [GHZ donor
group] what it was, so that we can use those opportunities with those donors to share that
information and then hopefully they share it…with their networks and we just continue to
spread the message and people listen about how important conservation is. Marie, donor
relations and stewardship coordinator
Bernie spoke about the strides that the zoo has made to impact local conservation efforts
and that it is also more pragmatic for zoo staff to participate in local fieldwork.
…A lot of the people that work at the zoo are very familiar with the local environment
and are really eager to help…We have identified with our conservation strategic plan
wanting to spend at least 51% of our resources on [region] projects…If you just look at
the Wildlife Action Plan of [state]…it's kind of amazing…how many projects we have
contributed…you really have more opportunities to do the stuff that's in your backyard
than you do necessarily internationally. Bernie, conservation manager
This quote helps demonstrate how GHZ staff contribute to local conservation field projects,
which involves managing and helping a variety of local species. This includes assisting local
efforts by allotting over half of the zoo’s conservation budget for local projects. Bernie’s quote
shows how GHZ specifically participates in conservation through biopolitical and neoliberal
frameworks of conservation, since there is an element of stewardship in helping local species
(pastoral power/power of care) and because the zoo also participates in these causes monetarily.
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One of the major ways that zoo staff described their conservation efforts included awarding
grants, so this suggests that zoo staff are operating under neoliberal modes of conservation.
Melody echoed sentiments about the importance of conducting local, on-the-ground
conservation work as opposed to only contributing financially to conservation projects.
We’ve worked with Monarch Watch…Seafood Watch…doing fieldwork…physically
providing labor…which is…great stepping points and I hope we continue to do that
more…really having that physical impact and not just a monetary impact…we also
partner with local universities…really being able to get out there and participate in
those…boots-on-the-ground kind of things, too. Melody, education program manager
for guest programs, former keeper
Kevin said “people” (presumably the general public) can have a greater impact on local
conservation as opposed to more distant ventures. Kevin also spoke about the possible
disconnect that zoos have regarding displaying non-local species.
I'm a huge proponent of local preservation and local wildlife impacts…people really
aren't having any measurable impact on conservation in Africa, but we can have a huge
impact on conservation here in [state]. And…if it was my preference, I'd probably have a
zoo completely filled with [state] animals…if you put the same amount of time, effort,
and money into displaying local species that we do to displaying…you know…no one
builds a…$30 million dollar…mountain lion exhibit, but people build $30 million dollar
African lion exhibits all the time…there's some disconnect there… Kevin, keeper
Allotting more resources for local projects might be more effective than focusing on some
faraway species, so the successful biopolitical management of animals depends on the
geographical location of the animal in relation to where the conservation efforts are taking place.
The same logic applies to displaying native species vs. non-native species in zoos. Zoos funnel
more money to exotic species, according to Kevin. He did not explain why, but it could be
because exotic spectacles attract more attention than animals that people would be more familiar
with. Kevin was being critical of spectacle and how it has the potential to distract from
conservation goals. Kevin articulated that there was a disconnect between zoos showing more
82

exotic, non-native species (for the spectacle, potentially) and zoos trying to meet their
conservation goals simultaneously. This raises the question: are zoos more concerned about
showing spectacles, or having the most direct impact on conservation? My data cannot answer
this, but Kevin was at least critical of exotic animal display and its value as a conservation tool.
Damien gave details about the turtle headstarting, a conservation strategy used to raise
turtles in captivity so that they are larger at a younger age and less vulnerable to prey. Zoos can
provide facilities and expertise for raising turtles that a local university might not be able to
provide.
…turtle headstarting…take them from…little hatchlings and we raise them…here and we
keep them for a few months and grow them…and then they're released back into the wild
where the eggs were first laid. The egg mortality is so enormous in the wild… the…[field
person]…got them to where the mortality was 100% eggs hatched…He started collecting
the eggs and hatching them…but he doesn't really have the…expertise, nor…the facilities
and the space to…raise turtles, and we do…at the point that we…turn them loose, they’re
the size of…a three or four-year-old wild turtle. And our turtles are…a year old. Damien,
keeper
This dynamic where humans raise wild turtles and grow them at a faster rate than what they
would grow in the wild is a quintessential example of how zoos operate through biopolitical
actions where turtles are being made to live (in zoos and then in the wild). Humans intervene in
nature so that turtle populations increase in the wild – zoo staff care about the fate of the local
turtle population, so doing what they can to ameliorate their population numbers is an example of
how humans step in with their resources and technologies to foster life. This is possible because
of the power that humans have over nature – conservation is an application of biopower.
These in situ projects that GHZ participates in show how a zoo’s facilities and staff can
help facilitate projects that directly impact local wildlife. However, how keeping and exhibiting
captive animals impacts wildlife conservation may not be so obvious. Bernie explained that zoos
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not participating in wild collection would have a positive impact on wild populations, since wild
populations are left intact. Zoos rarely take animals from the wild anymore for breeding because
zoos have reached a point where their animals are genetically viable (zoos can breed animals
without needing to introduce genetic diversity).
A big part of…the AZA’s ethic in the last ten to fifteen years has been…How does
keeping these animals in captivity positively impact the wild population? We've very
much shifted from an organization that might have taken animals out of the wild
and…had that sort of an impact [negative] on wild populations. Bernie, conservation
manager
One of the ways in which accredited zoos participate in ex situ conservation is by
managing certain animal species through SSPs, or Species Survival Plans, which are AZA
breeding programs that aim to reduce wild collection and keep zoo animals’ genetic lines viable
through responsible breeding. It is a common misconception that zoos breed animals for release
purposes to help support wild populations, but this is generally not the case with zoos. Bernie
spoke about how SSP programs used to breed animals with the purpose of repopulating wild
habitats, but now they mainly support responsible breeding in zoos so that animals from the wild
are not brought into captivity.
…When the SSPs were created in the 70s…there was much more of…people viewing
those…programs…as being an ark…that we can keep these animals in captivity and
repopulate these places…if we're really careful about how we manage the genetics of this
population, we never have to take another animal out of the wild and people can see these
animals in captivity...SSPs…some of them are very simply just making sure that we are
doing responsible breeding and maintaining our own demand for species for exhibits.
Bernie, conservation manager
This quote shows the biopolitical aspects of zoo breeding programs, such as the Species Survival
Plans, and their intersections with spectacle. There would be no exhibits without the maintenance
of species populations in zoos, obviously. What is interesting about Bernie’s quote is that
breeding zoo animals and zoo displays relate to each other. “Demand for species” could signify
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that particular exhibit needs dictate breeding practices, so spectacle and breeding are intertwined.
Or rather, the continued breeding of zoo animals for exhibit purposes feeds the spectacle.
Kevin said that “straight-up conservation” is a small component of what zoos do for
animals. Some animals in zoos, such as the critically-endangered Bali myna birds, are being bred
and released by zoos, so there is more of a direct impact on the wild population with some
species.
…what we do for the animals…some of them, it's outright…their preservation as a
species. Bali mynas…their wild population’s like, 200…Their captive population is a
couple of thousand…the captive population…really is the only reason a wild population
exists. A certain percentage are released every year…we're trying to breed them…But…I
would put that as a…very small component…It's more…driving that excitement for
wildlife…than straight-up conservation. There are those true, straight-up conservation
stories, but those make up a very small percentage of the actual output. Kevin, keeper
Kevin’s quote below shows how the theoretical frameworks of biopower, spectacle,
affect, and neoliberal environmentality are intertwined.
…to be critical, SSP is about simply maintaining diversity so that we can keep having
these animals in zoos to use as models to drive conservation, so we don't have to take
from the wild anymore…we're reducing wild collection, but it's really just about
maintaining a population in zoos. Those animals are never gonna see a wild sunrise and
sunset ever again, their offspring are never gonna see a wild sunrise and sunset again.
But, their offspring will help drive conservation by educating the public, getting them
excited about it…And…it’ll prevent…taking those species from the wild to fill that same
role… Kevin, keeper
Breeding and maintaining zoo populations is representative of the biopolitical power that humans
have over animals, and the output of that breeding is that the animals can excite and educate the
public so that they can become environmental subjects and conserve. In this way, humans keep
the zoo animals as long as they are alive, and those animals that are the products of human
dominion over animals can then go on to impact the spectators who come to see them over the
course of their lifetimes.
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Kevin went on to say that breeding animals in captivity does not directly save them;
however, zoo animals can be a catalyst for action for the public. This quote shows how biopower
and affect work together to create environmental subjects through education.
[On engaging people as main benefit] …I think we should just be more honest about that
instead of pretending, like…we're saving that species…We're probably not saving that
species…by breeding that species. We're saving it by using it as an education tool and…a
catalyst for action... Kevin, keeper
Kevin’s quote articulates that the biopolitical management of animals (specifically breeding in
this case) is not an effective tool for conservation. Rather, Kevin thought that using the animals
as educational tools was more effecting. Here, although biopolitical power might not be saving
animals directly, breeding animals in zoos for the purpose of them being used as educational and
affective tools is effective for conservation according to Kevin.
This idea of the “ark” appeared, and although Micah was saying that zoos could release
animals if necessary, that is not the intent with breeding most species. Micah emphasized that if
there was a need to increase wild populations, zoo animals could be introduced to the wild.
The majority of…captive animal management…even with threatened and endangered
species is…not done…for release purposes…We…make sure that captive populations
are stable so that we would never have to take animals in…there are a number of
species…that zoos…have released…those wild populations have been able to become
more stable…if there was ever a need to release animals into the wild to help support
wild populations, we could do that because species are managed…to ensure that the
populations are genetically viable…the individuals that we have…can essentially create
an ark… Micah, general curator/animal department director
The ark concept represents the power and influence that humans have over nature, since humans
would be constructing the ark to maintain certain species and repopulate the Earth. The ark is
pastoral power – humans have God-given dominion over animals and humans have a duty to be
stewards of the Earth who build the vessel to protect and care for nature in times of disaster.
Micah was not the only interlocutor who made a reference to the “ark,” so it is possible that the
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rhetoric or the usage of the Biblical term is instilled in some interlocutors - not that they are
religious, but rather their familiarity with the term is indicative of how Biblical references and
vocabulary are pervasive in Western culture and thought, in everyday conservation.
The connection between in situ and ex situ conservation in zoos can be made through
monetary support, as Bernie mused below – if a person sees a chimp in a zoo, they might feel the
desire to donate or sponsor a chimp through the zoo. The zoo will then use those donations to
fund both their zoo animals and in situ conservation organizations abroad.
We’re…much more interested in supporting some in situ efforts for conservation with
our ex situ efforts…Are there opportunities for us to support…projects for chimpanzees
in the wild in addition to having chimpanzees here at the zoo? And does…some of the
support that we get by people being engaged in the chimpanzee exhibit…how does that
translate to helping chimpanzees in the wild? Bernie, conservation manager
My data suggest that biopower can be seen through the indirect management of animals
concerning neoliberal modes of in situ conservation (through monetary support). Humans can act
through money to conserve, and someone else is performing the direct, on-the-ground
conservation work. This suggests that zoos contribute to conservation through the intersections
of biopower, spectacle, affect, and neoliberalized conservation. A zoogoer sees the spectacle, a
product of biopower, and undergoes an affective change that inspires them to donate to
conservation organizations and then that support goes to more direct channels, fulfilling
conservation’s “need” to be relevant in today’s neoliberalized world where capital dominates.
The AZA’s SAFE programs [Saving Animals From Extinction] is another attempt at
connecting breeding programs to direct impacts on wildlife. Bernie mentioned their monarch
butterfly program as one example of how they can engage the public in supporting monarch
habitats.
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...The AZA created this…SAFE program, which is…very much focused on…how do we
translate these captive breeding programs…to direct impacts on the wild?...one of the big
ones that we've been working on this year is on our monarch one…how do we really
engage people in monarch butterflies and…get the message out about pesticides…habitat
protection…growing your own monarch plants in your backyard? Bernie, conservation
manager
This quote demonstrates that there is a crossover between biopower and neoliberal
environmentality. Captive breeding programs shine a spotlight on certain issues that animals are
facing, and then through educational programing, zoo guests can learn how they can help local
species, effectively becoming environmental subjects.
Bernie thinks that the AZA’s SAFE program offers a means to connect ex situ and in situ
programs through targeted funds and education programs.
…Each SAFE program identifies specific in situ conservation efforts that they can
support through…the ex situ involvement of zoos…Some of the SAFEs…have a handful
of conservation partners that work in situ that are…focused on using funds…getting
support from the SAFE program to continue their work in situ…SSPs have really
evolved. Some of them are very simply just making sure that we are doing responsible
breeding and maintaining our own demand for species for exhibits. And some of them are
very involved in ex situ programs. Bernie, conservation manager
Here there are more crossovers with both neoliberal conservation and neoliberal
environmentality. The connection between in situ and ex situ conservation in accredited zoos
involves neoliberal modes of operating, such as using funds to support conservation and
involving the education of the public.
Not everyone is on board with SAFE. Kevin does not think it is much different from what
zoos already do and that it is just an opportunity for zoos to “cut a check.”
…I argue that our involvement in the SAFE programs…is us cutting a check so that we
can check that off the list…we have Red Panda Day or something, and they'll probably
contribute some portion of that, but…I'm not real impressed with the SAFE program at
all…I don't…think there's a lot of substance to that program as of yet…And I could be
wrong…It’s their big thing they [AZA] came out with I think three years ago...I think it's
mostly marketing and propaganda. [chuckles]…it’s a lot of what we already do. Just
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marketed in a different setting and trying to pretend like it's something new. I don't think
it's any real fundamental shift. Kevin, keeper
How zoos manage captive animals and practice both ex situ conservation (mainly by
breeding in captivity/leaving wild populations intact and exhibiting animals to inspire and
educate) and in situ conservation (mainly by monetary means) is an example of biopower
because animals are being made to live in zoos through care and breeding and they are being
made to live outside of zoos through monetary support. My data suggest that my interlocutors are
generally thinking and acting through particular frameworks, mainly the nature/culture divide
and biopolitical and neoliberalistic views of how to manage nature, whether that is through
captive animal management or contributing to conservation either through that captive animal
management or through monetary means.

Figure 2

An Amur tiger at GHZ
Zoos, Spectacle, and Consuming Nature

Offering entertainment in zoos is one way to get in touch with over 180 million
Americans a year and teach them about problems that animals in the wild face. Spectacles are
visually-appealing, or eye-catching, disseminated images for people to consume (visually and
monetarily) that may help garner funds or have some kind of monetary relevance or exchange
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value. In this section, I have selected interview excerpts that are representative of spectacle being
created in a zoo to drive conservation. To reiterate, Igoe (2017) defines “nature spectacle” as “a
kind of nature that is heavily mediated by mass-produced and disseminated images” (x, preface).
My interlocutors’ excerpts suggest that zoo animals are produced as spectacles, since zoo outings
are largely about enjoyment, leisure, and marveling at animals, in addition to education and
driving conservation. Spectacle offers a way to examine how zoo animals as consumable
attractions may lead to conservation through affect generation and the creation of environmental
subjects. My interpretation based on my what interlocutors said is that zoo animals, as
ambassadors of their species, are images that zoogoers visually, auditorily, tactilely, and
olfactorily consume, which renders the animals as marvels of entertainment and education which
could influence a zoogoer to change their behavior and consumption habits in ways that are more
aligned with conservation asks.
The modern American zoo animal is presented by zoos as a spectacular image that is
consumed through a purchased experience that finances the care and conservation of their own
species, as well as educate and entertain zoogoers and inspire them to contribute to conservation
efforts, monetarily or through behavioral changes. Spectacle and neoliberalization work together;
the entertainment draw of zoos is literally what “keeps the lights on,” according to one
interlocutor. Animals also help generate funds through sponsorships and other forms of donating
as well as consumption, so animals are displayed in exchange for capital which helps operate the
zoo and zoo guests can receive education (what Brondo (2019) would call “affect economy”).
My chosen excerpts are categorized according to prominent topics that I saw trending in
interviews that are most relevant to how zoos use spectacle conserve and educate. This section
on spectacle is divided into two subsections: “Zoos and Spectacular Immersive Experiences” and
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“Leveraging Spectacle to Conserve.” Together, these sections show how zoo staff talk about the
multispecies immersive experience of going to a zoo and how animals are spectacles that can be
utilized as tools for education and conservation.

Zoos and Spectacular Immersive Experiences

Figure 3

Camel rides at GHZ

Spectacle transcends image consumption. This subsection features quotes about the role
of entertainment and immersive experiences in zoos and how these experiences ultimately drive
conservation. One of the main draws of zoos is that people can experience animals as well as
nature spectacles; not just through sight, but also through hearing, smelling, and sometimes
touching. This type of immersive experience cannot be obtained by consuming nature
documentaries, books, articles, videos on the internet, or programs on TV. People can also
experience animals that they have never seen before, whether the species is native to the region
or not. This type of immersion can be both entertaining and educational.
Bernie spoke about experiencing animals in zoos and how zoos can make this experience
fun:
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…Getting to...see, hear, and smell animals…there's just something…different
about…just a few inches of glass between you and an adult lion that really does…not
come across from finding that information elsewhere…when you're at the zoo, you're
generally having a fun time…that's a big part of how we're successful…people enjoy
coming to the zoo, and it’s fun to come and see the animals and the outdoors… Bernie,
conservation manager
Bernie’s comments show that zoos offer something unique when it comes to consuming animals
through sight, hearing, and smell. Zoogoers consume the animal spectacles by literally standing
next to them, watching, listening, smelling, sometimes touching or riding…
Sophie also spoke about the value the immersive experience that zoos can offer:
…It's easy to…hear about animals…read about them, but to actually see them…and
watch them…it's more…’oh, wow!…this is really kind of cool’…it's a whole different
level being able to interact with them and see them in their natural setting and doing their
natural things, as opposed to just reading about it or hearing a teacher talk about
it…it's…another impactful “hit” to people when they can actually see it... Sophie,
development assistant
Seeing wild animals in person is more impactful than reading about them. Her quote
demonstrates that experiencing the spectacle affects people in ways that other mediums of
consuming animals might not. This speaks to the power and potential that zoos have for
impacting people by making animals consumable in a variety of ways (not just through a screen
or the pages of a book).
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Figure 4

A tiger at GHZ

Seeing lions in person is special. The spectacle created through seeing animals in person
is an attractive aspect of the education opportunities that zoos provide.
...the experience itself is…eye-opening…I didn't realize a lion was that big until Abena
comes down to the glass and…lays next to you and you're like, ‘oh! Yeah, it is a big
cat!”…I read it's like 400 lbs. and then it's there and…it is…epic!...the
experience…solidifies the education…you do know things about animals…but until you
see them, until you experience it…it…isn’t as impactful…that's…our big
education…selling point…just being there and experiencing it…that gives you…almost a
shock factor of…’oh! Sophie, development assistant
This “shock factor” is a zoo’s “big education selling point,” according to Sophie. Consuming a
lion spectacle and seeing how massive lions really are is a way for educational goals to be
instilled. The educational experience becomes real.
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Figure 5

Flamingos at GHZ

Spectacle is not only about the animals – it also involves the scenery. Bernie spoke about
GHZ’s location on a “wooded hillside;” it is a “natural setting,” and it would be probable that a
guest would see animals beyond the exhibited animals in the zoo, such as wild birds and ducks,
squirrels, skunks (skunks live in GHZ), mice, chipmunks, insects, turtles, etc. A zoo guest had
told me that he liked GHZ better than a larger urban zoo in the state; that zoo felt less natural
because it had more concrete and was not located in a wooded area. The green setting of GHZ is
therefore a nature spectacle for people to consume and a selling point for some tourists; people
enjoy it because it feels more like nature than a city does.
...I think one of the strengths that Grand Hill Zoo has…it's set on a wooded hillside, and
it's a very natural setting, so, in addition to visiting the zoo and seeing all these really cool
exotic animals and all these exhibits, it's also…one of the best places to…do
birdwatching, and see all these other native animals and plants around… Bernie,
conservation manager
Marie said that some children in the area who came to the zoo had only seen a squirrel or
a cat before. Children can see zoo animals for the first time and learn about them as well, so
going to a zoo can offer a special experience for many to enjoy and learn.
…Hearing kids that live in our city that have never gotten a chance to see anything but a
squirrel or a cat…they see these animals for the first time and learn about them and…I'm
glad that we can offer that experience…being right in our city for kids and for
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families…I think that that is something so special. Marie, donor relations and
stewardship coordinator
A part of the draw of zoos is that they exhibit animals that are unfamiliar to some people – the
zoo animals may seem exotic for those who are not used to seeing them.
Another aspect of guest experience that zoos offer is animal encounters. At GHZ, these
include a petting zoo containing domestic animals and wallaby petting, in addition to the
experiences mentioned below and behind-the-scenes/feeding experiences with penguins, red
pandas, brown bears, chimps, ambassador animals, etc. As of 2019, a red panda encounter costs
$250. Damian had said “…riding a camel…feeding a budgie…when we had the
stingrays…feeding the trout…we try very hard to…give people interactive…opportunities with
the animals….”
Many interlocutors stressed that what zoos offer are immersive experiences that go
beyond what screen and print can offer. The primary impact of these experiences in theory is that
they have the potential to affect people in ways that other mediums of viewing animals cannot,
according to interlocutors. This means that zoos offer advantages for influencing the public about
nature.
Leveraging Spectacle to Conserve
One of the prominent topics that surfaced in interviews was animals being used for
conservation and education in addition to entertainment. “Leveraging Spectacle to Conserve” is a
category I created after seeing a significant amount of the sentiment that animals have value
beyond their entertainment appeal. As one of my interlocutors said, zoo animals are “not here to
dance for you every day.” Entertainment is something that people consume: through film, music,
art, literature, theater, performances, sports, etc. as well as through animals (in nature
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documentaries, hunting for sport, taxidermy displays, races and fighting, circuses, for-profit
theme parks like SeaWorld and Disney’s Animal Kingdom, etc.). Zoo staff stressed that while
zoos have an entertainment component, it is not the only type of experience they offer.
Several zoo staff talked about zoos and entertainment and how zoos have changed over
time to include conservation and education in their missions. As Bernie had also said, zoos were
“interested in more than just keeping animals in cages.”
...Zoos really started because of people's fascination with animals…as an
entertainment…venue. And they have evolved, mainly because of the people who run
and operate zoos… Bernie, conservation manager
Entertainment is an important element in zoos to keep them operating and zoos can use
entertainment to educate and conserve.
…Obviously zoos exist for entertainment…that…probably is their biggest role...In…the
minds of most zoo professionals, zoos exist for conservation…whether that's…through
educating the public…breeding a rare and endangered species…our…work with field
conservation programs…But there certainly is…an entertainment option: A, that's what
keeps the lights on…and B, we can get education through…entertainment…People
can…be engaged and interested and be made to wanna learn…or…have a vested interest
in…the animals and their wellbeing. Damian, keeper
This quote shows that although zoos do exhibit nature as a consumable image, zoos also leverage
that spectacle to conserve through getting people excited about animals as well as financing the
zoo through those consumable images (intersections between neoliberal environmentality and
neoliberal conservation).
Amusement can get people excited about animals, which can then be used as a tool for
conservation.
…The reason [zoos] exist at all…is because people enjoy looking at menagerie…it's an
amusement…But we…leverage that amusement…as a tool for conserving…sure, we
raise money for certain projects…But…the primary impact we have is…getting people
excited about the natural environment and about animals…Kids come to the zoo, you get
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them excited about wildlife…then they're gonna take that excitement…to doing a better
job at protecting our environment... Kevin, keeper
Kevin’s quote further demonstrates how spectacle is used to conserve – amusement becomes a
conservation tool, since the goal is to excite zoogoers by displaying animals.

Figure 6

A child petting a wallaby at GHZ

Rebecca talked about how baby animals draw people and offer one way to talk about
responsible breeding and conservation.
Babies are always really engaging, so [chuckles] it's a…way to…bring about more
attention to the SSP programs, and why zoos are important…everyone loves baby red
pandas because they're fuzzy and cute, but there's also a really great conservation
message that we can share with people…being a part of a breeding program can help
bring that to the forefront, more than just if we had a single red panda. Rebecca,
education program manager
This quote is an example of how biopower and spectacle intertwine. Babies are a product of
breeding obviously, which requires that scientific methods be applied to animals. People like to
see the baby animals, and through the babies that the zoo exhibits, the zoo can then educate their
guests about their breeding programs and the conservation status of the animals they have bred.
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Babies act as the spectacles that engage people, and the babies would not exist if it were not for
biopolitical captive animal management and breeding.

Figure 7

A red panda at GHZ

Melody talked about the BRICKLIVE Animal Paradise tour (touring animal sculptures
made from toy bricks) that GHZ had for their 2020 season, which included life-size models of
animals (1.8 million+ colored bricks10 for 40 animal models). Animals’ likeness in the form of
toy bricks could both draw more people to the zoo and help educate the public about animals
with conservation messaging. Melody also used the example of a stuffed red panda from the gift
shop to illustrate how they help spread the word about conservation.
Even with the legos…trying to bring in things that are unique, yet…still can have…a
conservation message…hopefully those types of things may draw more people in and
then they start seeing the animals…and want to come back…even seeing the little red

10

Not affiliated with Lego®…but “legos.”
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pandas and everybody leaves with a baby red panda - not a real one, a stuffed one - that
helps…with helping us to just to continue to do what we do. And supporting conservation
organizations and…spreading the word about conservation and getting…more people to
know that they can do something…even little steps are what matter. Melody, education
program manager for guest programs, former keeper
When people come to see the zoo animals, sculptures of animals, or purchase goods bearing an
animal’s likeness, they are visually consuming the image of a living animal or they are
consuming its image in the form of a good. This is an example of how spectacle and neoliberal
conservation intertwine – the spectacle of the zoo attractions consumers, and then those
consumers may make purchases in the zoo that support conservation organization.
Online content creation is a prime example of spectacles being disseminated as
consumable images. During spring 2020, GHZ made many “Zoo Insider” videos that showed
social media followers behind-the-scenes peeks into zoo operations, like tours of the vet
facilities, training videos, meeting animals, vet exams, etc. These spectacles, in the form of
videos and images of animals disseminated online, connect the media user to a world of content
meant to pique their interest and educate them about animals. Social media users can see this
imagery and feel a connection to the zoo and its animals, despite physical disconnection.
...Especially during COVID…they brought the education aspect out into the world
more…they're making Facebook videos of tours through the zoo…animal facts…that's
super important…‘cause a lot of people think that zoos are just caged animals. They don't
realize that we're doing the work of conservation and breeding and helping endangered
animals become…vulnerable, or not endangered. Madeline, retail supervisor
Madeline’s discourse of the shift to increased online content creation shows how educational
content about conservation in zoos is consumed in the form of a spectacle. According to
Madeline, many people misunderstand zoos and what zoos aim to accomplish, so viewing this
content would have much to teach people. Spectacle in an online form can be visually consumed
for the purpose of educating.
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During COVID times, reaching people through the web was of the utmost importance,
particularly before the zoo opened in June 2020. Understandably, much of their content during
the spring and summer of 2020 was related to fundraising and encouraging people to donate. One
heavily-disseminated effort was a gift matching campaign with the zoo’s sponsors, who pledged
to match donations up to $100,000. They also partnered with local restaurants to offer
promotions. These efforts, along with the uptick in content that Madeline mentioned, speaks to
how spectacles were used to garner attention and possibly donations. Donor campaigns are a
regular occurrence with nonprofits that depend on donations, but COVID-19 financial stressors
(GHZ opened later in the season) meant that the zoo needed to create more media spectacles to
support their organization.
Speaking more about GHZ and social media, Madeline had described how Facebook
photos will “catch somebody’s attention,” along with publishing educational posts as well as
posts that get people involved, like Amazon Wish Lists, where folks can purchase items for the
animals on Amazon. The striking photos that the zoo posts do grab viewers’ attention, and then
connect with and urge the viewer to participate in donations and sponsorships, wish lists,
purchases with cooperating companies, etc. These efforts to engage with consumers via social
media is the power of the animal-turned-spectacle – animal videos and photographs posted
online are visually consumed by media users.
Spectacle intersects with neoliberal conservation through animal sponsorships. GHZ has
an animal sponsorship program, which offers opportunities for people to contribute funds by
picking a species to sponsor. Funds help care for animals in the zoo and a portion of the funds
goes toward local conservation projects and the GHZ’s Wildlife Conservation Fund, which
awards grants to individual students/researchers and organizations globally. According to
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Sophie, she tries to push for donations for less conventional animals, like snakes, and less wellknown animals, like the maned wolf. During the 2020 summer, GHZ also posted content about
their “less popular” animals, such as their giant cave cockroaches.
Your ‘cutesy’ animals usually get more [donations]…like the penguins, the red pandas,
the tigers…the lynx has been getting a lot…your ‘cute and cuddlies,’ mostly. I always try
to push…a snake…or an owl…I'm like, ‘hey, look at this little guy,’ or…the maned wolf,
I always push for him, because no one ever notices him…he's usually hiding, or he
blends in with the rock too much…you’re just, like, ‘come on dude…put on a show!’
Sophie, development assistant

Figure 8

A meerkat and a “viewing bubble” at GHZ

Most of the animal sponsorships that GHZ gets are for the cutesy animals, mainly
mammals or charismatic megafauna. Zoo animals may be cute, and the species of animals that
represent zoos, such as animals that are featured in advertisements and other publications, tend to
be charismatic megafauna like lions, tigers, bears, bald eagles, penguins, meerkats, wallabies,
otters, camels, red pandas, primates, etc. as opposed to cockroaches and scorpions (which GHZ
does house). As Chua (2018) writes, “cute animals are powerful hooks through which the public
can be drawn to…conservation causes” (874). “Cuteness” draws out affective feelings in people
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wanting to “protect and cuddle” (889) animals and evokes “notions of childhood and
powerlessness” (881) in Western societies. Basically, people are drawn to animals because of
their cuteness, and then want to protect them as if they were helpless. This is one way in which
spectacle and affect connect; cuteness acts as a spectacle that people consume and it emotionally
moves people in ways that may influence them to donate.
GHZ uses mainly their red pandas, meerkats, and toucans in advertisements and
promotional materials possibly because they are newer exhibits at the zoo, and the crowd
favorites tend to be the red panda couple and their three babies. Even the ways in which zoo
employees are instructed to talk about animals in front of guests exhibits cutesy language; the
female red panda at GHZ was once called the girlfriend of the male red panda by one of my
managers when demonstrating how to reference animals to guests. Popular animals, as well as
new animals each season, are used for publicity and carry the weight of marketing and spectacle.
For example, during the 2019 season, GHZ welcomed two new toucans – these toucans’ faces
were then printed on materials like zoo maps and advertisements. During the 2020 season, GHZ
opened a meerkat exhibit; images of meerkats were then featured in promotional materials.
Understandably, the zoo needs to bring changes every season to pique interest from locals who
visit the zoo yearly, so new animals are a part of the excitement that they are trying to evoke.
Melody contrasted GHZ with other zoos that might exhibit animals for profit. GHZ’s
animals are not there solely for their visual appeal. Rather, GHZ’s animals exist to educate.
They're not just here…just to look at…There are some zoos that are just there for people
to take pictures with…baby bears, or…’we're just going to bring in whatever animals we
can because it's gonna bring us a profit’…these animals are…helping to educate and
build that conservation story... Melody, education program manager for guest
programs, former keeper
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Melody is critical of “some zoos” that just want to profit off of entertainment and animal
spectacles. Melody’s quote above demonstrates that GHZ’s animals have a deeper message
behind them than being good to look at or “bringing profit.” Instead of GHZ’s animals being
merely spectacles of entertainment, Melody’s quote suggests that GHZ’s animals are spectacles
that educate and lead to conservation. The animals can have an entertainment value, but their
value is not purely in entertainment.
Rebecca echoed these sentiments – GHZ wants the animals that they exhibit to reflect their
conservation goals and messages.
We could just go off of what's going to be big and flashy and everybody loves…and that
could be our sole reason for doing it. But we choose…not to do that and choose really
to…balance more of the…what's the conservation message?...does it fit with the overall
conservation message that we have? Rebecca, education program manager
We're not just having babies to have babies and get people in the gate…which is
sometimes just what other organizations will do. [chuckles] Rebecca, education
program manager
Like Melody, Rebecca was critical of institutions that use animals only for entertainment. The
babies they have are there to raise awareness of breeding programs and conservation. I had
responded to her by saying that babies do attract people in addition to raising awareness, and she
agreed with me. While people may still enjoy seeing baby animals, ultimately the animals have a
message that goes beyond the animals’ value as mere entertainment spectacles.
Noel said that GHZ does not make their animals entertain people and that their animals
have a purpose that goes beyond entertainment.
Part of zoos are entertainment-based, and that's why…you get people who are a little
upset if…animals are sleeping or not doing much and they don't realize that…that's not
why they're here at this zoo. You're here to learn more about that animal and yeah,
sometimes they're going to do things that are fun or goofy or cute, but…we're not going
to force them to do anything so that it's more entertaining.…we're hoping more to inspire
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people to be more actively engaged in conservation. Noel, assistant education and guest
program manager
The animals are still spectacles because they are being consumed, but they are being consumed
for education rather than pure entertainment.
Marie used affective language in relation to aspects of the relationship that zoos want to
foster between their animals and guests, in opposition to entertainment. She wanted guests to
respect animals.
…[zoos] want to foster a respectful relationship…the animals aren't here for people's
entertainment…our animals certainly have a choice in everything that they do. They
choose to participate in training. They choose to come out into their habitat every
day…we…try to let people know that ‘they're not here to dance for you every
day,’…when you come, they might not be out. They might be sleeping…getting vet
care…we hope that people respect that…we try to foster…a loving relationship of our
animals…through choices and wonderful care, we get people to love them just as much
as we do. Marie, donor relations and stewardship coordinator
Marie’s quote suggests that respectful relationships and entertainment do not always go hand in
hand.
…They [zoo guests] think that it's…for their entertainment…we hope we can change
their minds about that…these animals live their lives here and…having the freedom to sit
there for a while and see what animals are doing…that might not be covered on…a TV
show...When they're right there, when they feel inspired... Marie, donor relations and
stewardship coordinator
Someone might think that they are coming to the zoo for a great time, but really they are
learning in the process.
…people think that they're coming to the zoo for a great time…and that's great, but
they're going to learn something while they're here, whether they know it or not…even if
we’ve tricked you into learning something…everything we do is to educate people…to
get them involved…whether that's sharing their knowledge…purchasing something in
our gift shop…giving their time…giving money…coming back. Their admission plays a
large part in keeping us here, purchasing a membership, sharing that with others. It's all
to educate people. Marie, donor relations and stewardship coordinator
Everything that the zoo does is to educate people, or using the spectacle to educate.
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My interlocutors spoke about how animals can be drivers for education and conservation.
Regarding animals’ entertainment value, animals have the ability to provide enjoyment for
people but this amusement factor is not mutually exclusive with education. Spectacle exists in
zoos in ways that transcend merely viewing animals for entertainment, as zoos promoting
animals for education and conservation is still promoting animal spectacles. Most interlocutors
agreed that zoos can offer entertainment to people in addition to their value as institutions of
education and conservation.
Spectacle in zoos manifests in many ways, including in entertaining and educational
animal exhibits, the scenery in a zoo, experiencing animals in person using the senses, interactive
activities, purchasing stuffed animals in the gift shop, and by consuming online content that the
zoo publishes. People in zoos are primarily consuming nature in the form of live animals, and
zoo staff hope that this leads to guests being emotionally affected enough to change their
behavior or donate. As one of my interlocutors said, zoos need their guests to conserve – their
guests will leave the zoo and they theoretically have the power to impact conservation outcomes.
In this way, zoos use spectacles to entertain, educate, and influence people so that hopefully they
will go on and lead more environmentally-friendly lives. This also means that nature is being
rendered as consumable to achieve conservation, which is central to nature spectacle and
neoliberal modes of conservation.
There is a fine line between claiming that zoo animals contribute to conservation and
education and exploiting these animals for their value which may be seen in their ability to draw
crowds, garner support, and affect people to change their behavior to be more environmentallyfriendly. None of my interlocutors said that their animals were exploited, but rather that the
animals are important tools for driving education, conservation, and inspiring people, which is
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ultimately for the greater good of animals. Kevin had thought that the question of using animals
depended on how humans use the animals (they can be used for bad or for good). When the
animals’ ability to garner monetary support was mentioned, the interlocutors said that the
entertainment and recreational value of the animals keeps the zoo in operation, but generally
interlocutors said that the animals have value beyond their commercial utility.
Based on what my interlocutors said, zoos, particularly accredited zoos, display their
animals so that the public can learn and be inspired by the zoo’s animals. This inspiration then
hopefully leads to a behavioral change, such as changing the way in which one consumes, or
perhaps someone will feel inspired to donate to the zoo or to a partnering in situ organization.
Accredited zoos, such as GHZ, also employ responsible breeding and animal population
management techniques to maintain the genetic viability of their animals and possibly release
certain species of animals so that wild populations can flourish. Zoos accredited by the AZA
spend at least 51% of their conservation budgets on local conservation projects, and GHZ
participates in several local in situ-ex situ collaboration efforts where animals are bred and cared
for in zoos and then released and tracked. However, since most zoo animals are not bred for
release purposes, their main function is to educate and inspire the people who come to see them
in their zoo habitats.
One important aspect of nature spectacle is commodification, since nature is
commodified and consumed visually by people and it becomes a way to generate funds in
neoliberalized conservation. None of my interlocutors mentioned “commodification,” however
the zoo does cost money to enter (people pay money in exchange for the opportunity to
see/consume animals). In addition, housing animals to inspire people to donate is a way to
generate funds, so in that sense, zoo animals are commodified even if they are not literally
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bought and sold like pets.11 In a world where neoliberalized conservation operates as long as the
nature/culture divide and capitalism exist, commodifying nature and turning it into a spectacle is
how mainstream conservation works, whether that is through making donations or being
educated and influenced by the spectacle to make a behavioral change.

Affective Encounters: Connection with Animals as Tool for Conservation
Zoo animals’ value lies, in part, in their ability to affect people to be more actively
engaged in conservation, which is one of the major ways that zoos conserve. To reiterate, affect
is a “dynamic process occurring at the interface of all kinds of bodies” or “feelings produced
between bodies” (Parreñas 2012, 674). Affect “moves and affects bodies” (Despret 2004, 113).
Rather than affect being synonymous with emotion, something that is only internal, affect is
embodied (Parreñas 2012). Affect goes beyond emotion; it literally affects bodies - it manifests
as action and is performative rather than being solely internal/emotional.
Affect is the bridge that connects biopower and spectacle to neoliberal conservation and
neoliberal environmentality because affect is what moves the zoogoer to take action and either
change their behavior or donate/make purchases. Biopower and nature spectacle work in tandem
to transform zoo animals into displays that people consume. Once people consume (see, hear,
smell, or touch) these animals, that person is affected, and affect is produced. The zoogoer may
have a desire to donate, or a desire to make some sort of impact. Of course, not every zoo guest
will be affected in the same way, but donations to the zoo are proof that people have
seen/experienced zoo animals and they were affected in some capacity that led them to make

11

From what I could gather, the AZA sets guidelines for how zoos can acquire animals. It appears that they are
usually traded between zoos, but animals can be purchased and sold under certain circumstances.
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those donations. Zoo staff will not necessarily know if one of their guests decides to swear off
palm oil, but donations in particular are evidence that people were affected in some way. In
addition to donations, forms of consumption in zoos (buying admission tickets, food and
beverages, merchandise, and experiences) also fund conservation to some extent, so someone
who was affected by animals in the zoo might be more willing to make a purchase if a portion of
that purchase goes toward funding the animals.
Affect is a key component in both creating environmental subjects and financing
conservation (particularly through donations and purchases). Affect is a part of making
environmental subjects (who then participate in neoliberal conservation). As described by one
interlocutor, animals spark people’s curiosity and inspire them.
Affect manifests between zoo animals and their spectators as a relationship entwined in
faces and hands pressed against glass, physical encounters in habitats (petting zoos or other
pettable animals, and animal rides), through a medium of photography, and in gift shops where
zoogoers can purchase merchandise bearing the likeness of their favorite animal. Zoos, and thus
their animals, are also followable on social media platforms, which adds to the social media
aspects of affect. Affect is embodied when, for example, someone sees an animal in the zoo that
they identify with in one way or another and is moved to sponsor that animal or make a
behavioral change. Affect could also be embodied if a zoo guest changed their consumption
habits to either make more ethical purchases or to refrain from purchasing certain items, like
plastic straws or items containing palm oil.
The way that the animal spectacle is displayed in zoos is a major part of generating affect
according to interlocutors, since ideas of connecting to animals in person (rather than through
screens, books, and other mediums) and appreciating and respecting animals were apparent with
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many interlocutors. A couple interlocutors mentioned that zoos want to “foster a love” for
animals. If the public appreciates, respects, or loves animals, then theoretically they would be
more likely to want to help them out, potentially through donating to conservation organizations.
One interlocutor also described zoos wanting to foster a mindset or a feeling that makes people
appreciate animals.
My data suggests that a group of zoo employees want to foster particular affective
feelings between their guests and their animals. When I asked my interlocutors about how zoos
conserve and what kind of relationship zoos want to foster between their guests and animals,
they responded similarly in that they want their guests to appreciate animals and that the animals
can then influence them to donate or change their consumptive behavior. This influence comes
from seeing, hearing, smelling, and sometimes touching animals in person, which a zoo
facilitates. Zoos want their guests to see how incredible their animals are and be moved to help
them. Zoos use this affective relationship of appreciation, love, and influence as a tool that can
then lead to transformative behavior and conservation.
One major trend in interviews was that zoos provide a way for people to connect with
animals. As mentioned previously, this connection is made stronger because people can not only
see animals, but they can also hear, smell, and sometimes touch them. This real experience helps
people to connect and perhaps empathize with animals, as many interlocutors mentioned that the
more immersive aspect of zoos is what brings people closer to animals than by what can be seen
on TV programs or the internet. Getting people to care about animals is, according to some
interlocutors, one of the most powerful things that zoos can provide for people.
The first part of this section is called “Personal Connection with Animals as Means for
Change.” The second subsection is called “On Animals and Zoos Inspiring People to Take
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Action.” Together, these subsections show how zoo staff discuss the human-animal relationship
and the affective impacts it has as a route to conservation.

Personal Connection with Animals as Means for Change
Developing a connection to animals by knowing about them and the issues they face in
the wild is a type of affective relationship that zoos can facilitate for people. Learning about the
animals and having a personal connection with them also extends to getting people to make
different choices regarding consumption habits. Benefiting wildlife through human-zoo animal
connections is also an issue that zoos will continue to work on, according to Bernie.
…it's the connection with the animals…it's the…old conservation saying…we have to
make some very different choices to help and save species on this planet…if people don't
know about the animals, and don't have some sort of personal connection with the
animals, then they're not gonna make those choices to help preserve some of the
species…that connection of getting people to be able to see…a red panda, or a meerkat,
or a lion in person…the challenge that we're facing now…that we're trying to address
with our planning, is how do we directly benefit those populations in the wild by making
those connections?... Bernie, conservation manager
Respect for animals is one type of intended affective response that zoos want to foster in
their guests. If people gain respect for animals, then they will more likely want to protect them.
The whole mission is to connect and inspire people to be active participants…and protect
those wild places…learning those dynamics of animals, too…just connecting with them
in some way…so that they do gain that respect for the animal so that they can then want
to protect it. Melody, education program manager for guest programs, former
keeper
If people have a love for animals, maybe they will be more likely to want to conserve. This quote
shows a direct link between affect production and the development of a conservation ethic in zoo
guests.
…to some extent, we educate not directly to conservation, but simply by fostering a love
of animals and interest in animals…and maybe that'll… lead to more of…an urge for
conservation… Damian, keeper
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The idea that zoo animals represent their wild counterparts or that they act as
ambassadors for their species was mentioned several times in interviews. As ambassadors, zoo
animals help people to appreciate their species.
The animals in the zoo play a very important role as ambassadors for their species...
They’re representation, they’re…helping people get…to know…and appreciate their
species, and…hopefully lead to positive outcomes and positive actions toward their wild
cousins. Damian, keeper
Kevin used affective language to describe the relationship that zoos want to foster between their
animals and guests and also that zoos want to model a loving relationship with animals.
Essentially the zoo can help facilitate affective relationships based on love if the zoo acts as a
model for zoo guests.
…it's really a…relationship of an appreciation and desire and…growing that
passion...provide desire to protect them…helping people make that leap…protect the
local wildlife…we're also really striving to show…how do we care for some of our
animals properly?...we’re…modeling behavior of how people are taking care of animals,
either their own pets or wildlife itself…if we're showing a proper degree of respect and
care…and…love towards the animals, and how we're caring for them, we can help to
model that behavior for other people… Kevin, keeper
Connecting to spectacle, Melody’s following quote suggests that zoos can house cute
animals to get people into the zoo – from there, zoos can help them to care.
…Even the last 10 years, it has changed incredibly about the vision and what we want a
zoo to be like…for people to know that we are a conservation organization…We're not
just here to…see cute animals, which is…perfectly alright, because if we get them here,
we can help them to care [chuckles]. Melody, education program manager for guest
programs, former keeper
…we can talk until we’re blue in the face about conservation, but you put a cheetah right
in front of somebody and that just does something to people. Micah, general
curator/animal department director
Noel, in a guest-facing role, said that most of their interactions with guests are fairly
surface-level; however, Noel has seen people have more meaningful interactions with animals. If
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coming to the zoo ignites something in a person, then the zoo has succeeded on that front in
terms of displaying animals to affect people.
…you see that…passion light up right there in that person, and you know they're going to
come back and learn more or actually take that information and do something with
it…[on getting people to care about animals] I think that's the…most important role.
Like…that’s why we're here. It’s so that the next generation can learn that it's important
and can continue to improve on how we are stewards of - both locally and globally - the
ecosystems that we're a part of. Noel, assistant education and guest program manager
Sophie spoke of how a lack of caring about animals might be due to people not having
seen said animals in person. In a zoo, you physically confront animals, and this creates an
affective emotional connection built on immersive sensory experiences.
…Somebody that's never seen a lion, or…watched a bear…might have…a mindset where
it's easier to not care about them…whereas when you're at the zoo…you see them…hear
them…you experience what they actually are…And…create that…emotional
connection…and having that bond…now, I know what this animal is…I've seen
it…heard it…experienced it…that's…a big thing that zoos do…create that connection
and make it more physical…you can see it and feel it and touch it and experience it and
be like…’oh, it's not just an animal that I read about on a piece of paper’…every
time…you read it or you see it…it instantly takes you back…like, ‘oh, yeah, I saw that
animal.’ Sophie, development assistant
Thinking back to spectacle and the idea that nature must be commodified and consumed
in order to save it, based on what many of my interlocutors said, it seems as if zoo staff think
people need to physically encounter and experience/consume animals in order for affect to be
produced and for people to care about them. These impactful face-to-face encounters affect
people in ways that cannot be achieved through images or videos alone, according to
interlocutors.
Similarly, although the word “empathy” was only mentioned by one interlocutor after I
brought it up, zoos may cultivate empathy by displaying signs depicting the state of their
animals’ wild counterparts. The animals are living and breathing right in front of a person, and
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that just “does something to people,” as Micah had recounted. Zoo staff want to show how
magnificent animals are and that certain species might be facing trouble. This also suggests that
the animals need to be in captivity/close to people in order for people to develop empathy –
people see/hear/smell them and all of a sudden, they are moved. Watching animals on screens
(for entertainment, education, or otherwise) is not powerful enough to affect people in the way
that zoo staff want – only face-to-face encounters with animals can produce the kind of affect
necessary to achieve education and conservation results.
On Animals and Zoos Inspiring People to Take Action
This section is about the affective goal that zoos have to inspire people. Ultimately, zoos
aim to use affect as a tool for conservation. This inspiration comes from seeing animals in
person.
In situ…is…your best-case scenario…you drive that in situ…by inspiring people and
getting people excited…I still think the best way you can do that is by that personal
connection of actually seeing those species up close and in person. Kevin, keeper
…we have an opportunity to inspire our guests and to encourage conservation …and to
directly support sustainability through our daily practices, and to educate our guests…and
encourage them to do the same…when you talk about zoos and aquariums…the purposes
of…animals in…human care, it's transformative behavior. Teaching people about
animals…wild places…conservation and sustainability. And in hopes of them supporting
those things and…encouraging positive behaviors on their behalf. Micah, general
curator/animal department director
By inspiring and educating guests on how to take conservation action, zoos can encourage their
guests to engage in behaviors that the zoo deems positive. Zoos conserve in part by inspiring
people to become environmental subjects.
Damian hopes that it is a feeling that people walk away with, not factoids that they learn.
I feel like what they walk away with…more so than ‘real’ information is…hopefully a
mindset…an appreciation for animals and…nature…I don't think people necessarily walk
away and remember ‘hey, those whiptail lizards, they lay four eggs!…I would hope that
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it is really more of a feeling than some…solid, specific information…I don't think we're
necessarily making…scientists out of people…you're not gonna have a biology degree by
visiting the zoo. But…maybe you’ll leave as…someone who wants to have a biology
degree... Damian, keeper
Damian’s quote shows how affect can be a route to a mindset change. When the typical person
comes to a zoo, they might learn some animal trivia, but that education will generally be very
surface level. What is more important, Damian believes, is that zoos spark the desire to learn
more. In fact, several interlocutors spoke to me about how they would visit zoos as children with
their families and now they are zoo professionals, so this is a definite possibility.
Animals inspiring people, theoretically, is one of the major ways that zoos conserve. A
connection formed by seeing and hearing animals in person, up close, strengthens what might be
a bond between humans and distant wildlife. If people only know animals through photographs
or film, they would not know what it is like to stand inches away from a chimpanzee or a bear, or
whatever the animal may be, with only glass between them. The first time someone sees a bear,
or a chimp, or a tiger in person, they would see how massive they are in person, or how loud
their roars are. Zoogoers feel close, literally, to zoo animals, although they are still distant from
the wild counterparts. The zoogoer does not experience the reality of the animals living in the
wild, however, just as spectacle acts as a bridge between the consumer and the distant reality that
the spectacle obscures, a zoo animal is a bridge that emotionally connects the American zoogoer
to wild animals.
Based on my interpretation of what my interlocutors had said, zoos generate affect, and
this affect born between zoogoers and zoo animals is needed in order for the zoo to remain in
operation. The zoo is able to exist because it provides experiences where humans and zoo
animals become together and affect each other’s lives. Since the zoo wants to foster positive,
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passionate relationships between their guests and their animals so that zoogoers will return to the
zoo as well as donate, maintaining or increasing guest attendance is likely a way in which the
zoo is able to expand, bring in more popular animals, and contribute more to in situ and ex situ
conservation efforts.
I argue that the ways in which spectators are positioned by zoos to interact with zoo
animals is intended to produce an affective relationship that also plays into the financial interests
of the zoo for the purposes of conservation. Although my interlocutors did not talk about
finances very much beyond the contexts of donating and consuming responsibly, any knowledge
or awareness gained by zoogoers in exchange for admission prices (affective economy) can be
used to fund conservation through donations and make the zoogoers implement more
environmentally-friendly practices in their daily lives. Interlocutors said that if a zoogoer is
introduced to the idea of wildlife conservation, they would be inspired to donate to a
conservation organization, stop buying products made with palm oil, or make their yard more
hospitable to native plants and insects, for example. But, in order for guests to be introduced to
any of these things in the first place, they pay to enter the zoo. Essentially, affect is generated
after a monetary exchange, which was the point of Brondo’s (2019) affect economy.
Affect production is relevant for when my interlocutors spoke about the human-zoo
animal connection. Many interlocutors spoke about qualities such as “respect” and “emotional
connection” more generally when speaking about the human-zoo animal relationship. If people
are emotionally connected to animals, or they form an attachment to or respect for animals, then
theoretically they would be more likely to care about the animals and more likely to want to
make a behavioral change or a donate.
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Figure 9

The gift shop at GHZ

Neoliberal Conservation and Neoliberal Environmentality: Conserving Under Capitalism
Zoos conserve within the broader structures that many of us live under and have little
control over, like capitalism. Nonprofits like zoos must ask for donations in order to operate, and
donations are one of GHZ’s biggest funding sources. Organizations like zoos must also house
thousands of animals for the duration of their lifespans, so clearly money is needed to sustain
basic functions like feeding and housing maintenance. Money can solve problems, at least at first
glance; nonprofit organizations almost always ask for money when they are trying to help
improve a situation. The idea that we can save the planet while maintaining capitalism is
controversial and ironic, however, since it is capitalism itself that ravages the planet.
In this section, my data demonstrates how my interlocutors understand the connections
between zoos, conservation, and capitalism. Neoliberal conservation is a mainstream way of
conserving that works within market-based capitalism and involves the commodification of
nature. With my interlocutors, there was an emphasis on using money to conserve, particularly
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through donations and ethical consumption. Connecting back to affect, zoos aim to foster
affective relationships between their guests and animals to influence guests to be more mindful
of conservation issues and indirectly fund conservation though donations and consumption.
Zoos attempt to inspire zoogoers to contribute to the cause as well. Through these
human-animal relationships, the hope is that an environmental subject is made
(environmentality), or someone who will care about the issues that affect animals and their
habitats. This environmental subject may then donate money to the zoo or to conservation
organizations or change their behavior in ways that the zoo deems positive. Zoos attempt to
achieve their conservation goals by influencing guests to think in particular ways about wildlife
and curb their behavior and consumption accordingly.
To reiterate from my literature review chapter, Fletcher’s (2010) neoliberal
environmentality looks at intersections between neoliberalized conservation and environmental
governance. Under a system of neoliberal environmentality, environmental subjects are created
through particular environmental ethics, policies, and practices that incentivize people to “selfregulate their behavior in conservation-friendly ways” (Fletcher 2010, 175). Rather than a
centralized government mandating action, the motivating comes from the incentives of
decentralized powers (such as a schools, NGOs, nonprofits, and companies). Zoos aim to create
educated environmental subjects who can then practice conservation in their daily lives, mainly
through ethical consumption practices and donating to conservation organizations (using money
made through capitalism, which is especially true for big donors). This shifts the responsibility of
conservation to individuals rather than to more systemic, elite forces, like a centralized
government or corporations.
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This section on neoliberal conservation and neoliberal environmentality is divided into
three parts. The first subsection is called “Donate and Consume Responsibly: Making
Conservation Compatible with Capitalism.” The second subsection is called “Education and
Encouraging Transformative Behavior,” and the third subsection is called “Zoos’ Power to
Impact.” Together, these sections show how zoo staff discourse regarding conservation is
neoliberalized and how zoos participate in neoliberalized conservation and aim to instill a
neoliberal environmentality in zoo guests.

Donate and Consume Responsibly: Making Conservation Compatible with Capitalism
This subsection is about how zoos conserve in ways that work with capitalism. Like all
nonprofits, GHZ relies on donations to operate as well as conserve, particularly from
corporations donating large amounts of money. Nonprofits operate within a system where they
cooperate with and financially benefit from corporations, which exist under capitalism. Another
one of the ways that zoos conserve is by partnering with organizations around the world to sell
ethically-made goods in the zoo’s gift shop and other vendors. This is an attempt to make
markets work under capitalism and is also a way for resource-poor people to earn a living in
ways that conservation organizations see as more beneficial to the environment.
…Just like any other nonprofit, a lot of our activities are driven by a handful of big
donors...you've got a huge crowd donating very small amounts, but then you've got a
handful of people that are donating big checks to get things done… Kevin, keeper
Because of the money that zoos are able to raise through donations and admissions, zoos
are a major source of external funding for in situ conservation, according to Micah.
…the sheer dollar amount that comes from zoos and aquariums to support wildlife
conservation is astounding. It's hundreds of millions of dollars every single year…that
money wouldn't exist, and the support for those wild animals in those wild spaces would
not exist if it weren't for the work that zoos and aquariums do. Micah, general
curator/animal department director
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This speaks to the importance of zoos in a global conservation context as far as funding is
concerned.
GHZ normally awards small grants to partner organizations and individuals conducting
conservation research. This money is raised through donations and other sources in the zoo.
...That [grant giving] is definitely one of the ways that…we have supported a lot of
conservation efforts. We…have a network of folks across the world that have applied for
the grants and gotten those grants for us. We definitely have a lot of potential partners out
there... Bernie, conservation manager
Damian spoke about the conservation projects that GHZ has funded globally. GHZ has a fund
called Wildlife Conservation Fund, where 51% of its funds goes toward local field conservation
projects. Damian was not exactly sure of the monetary source of the endowment that GHZ has,
but it may be through animal sponsorships.
We've supported…dozens and dozens…of conservation projects around the world over
the years…grants…I think the biggest we do are $2500. Most of what we…do these
days, tends to be Asia and Africa. We…do get South and Central America ones and we
have sponsored several…in the United States, too… Damian, keeper
Education may also be used as a tool so that people will be more likely to want to support
the zoo’s efforts through donations. This education acts as a “catalyst” that inspires people to
donate.
…when they learn the conservation efforts we are making, that makes them more
likely to want to support those efforts through donations…when…people come to
the zoo and learn something new about conservation or about particular species,
or about some effort that the zoo is making…that can be the catalyst that gets
them to be inspired to want to…make a big donation... Kevin, Keeper
In addition to admissions, the zoo obtains money through purchases made in the zoo.
Micah and Madeline both mentioned how zoogoers can “round up for conservation” for
purchases made in the zoo at concessions and in the gift shop, which is a simple thing that zoo
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guests can do. Some zoogoers are generous, so they can “support the zoo, wild animals, and wild
places” when they purchase a hamburger in the zoo. Madeline said that in the gift shop, all
purchases can have rounded-up donations applied to them (this also applies to every purchase in
the zoo). The gift shop does carry some items that are tied to specific organizations, such as the
Snow Leopard Trust. In addition, during the 2020 season, the gift shop did very well in sales
despite being closed for the months of April and May.
We have very simple things…round up for conservation, or…your hamburger costs
$2.50 or $3.50, or whatever it costs, and people donate the other 50 cents, and it goes to
conservation…we're very fortunate that…people are very generous and have helped to
support us and wild animals and…wild places. Micah, general curator/animal
department director
…We do round-up donations for every purchase…that is their way of contributing and
giving back to the zoo…we have fundraisers where people give their money to help us.
Even if it's just buying a drink... Madeline, retail supervisor
Micah’s and Madeline’s quotes above show ways that GHZ conserves through consumption.
This is an example of neoliberalized conservation because money, raised through consumption,
is being used to conserve.
Some conservation organizations may incentivize or reward people for donating by
gifting them with zoo concession coupons, plush toys and reusable bags from the gift shop, etc.
[On donation levels] …You get…a treat coupon…depending on what level…you get a
free admission pass…at the $50 level and above, you get a little treat…it’s…an incentive
to come…it starts at $50 and everyone gets a plush and a treat coupon. And then if you
go up, you get…a wood sticker, and if you go up again, you get part of the donor
program, and then you get…a reusable bag…and then at $1,000 you get a sign at the
exhibit for a year. Sophie, development assistant
You can donate…and then you get a stuffed animal with your donation if you donate a
certain amount…that also gets people to do it because they get something out of it.
Madeline, retail supervisor
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Rebecca was critical of this type of incentivization with donations, since it results in the
consumption of a good and a mentality where someone may want/expect a good in return. The
benefit of helping a project and knowing how their donation was used without getting a physical
good in return may not be enough for some donors. Some global benefits to donating might be
helping faraway habitats and helping resource-poor people earn money. As Rebecca pointed out,
it is a behavior change and a mindset change.
How do we shift the…the mindset of…’I need something tangible to show for
my…commitment.’…if I'm going to donate…$20, $50, $100 to your program, what do I
get…in return for that?…try to figure out how we get that behavior change to a…’my
benefit is, I know I'm helping that project and I don't need anything in return.’…with the
Red Panda Network…’I want to know…how many stoves that paid for’ or if they do the
matching campaign, ‘how much money do we help them earn at the end of the
day?’…I…want that response of…if you've got a reforestation project, how many trees
did our $5000 pay for?...that's a behavior change…to get more people to want that and
not the…’okay, great! When are you going to send me my stuffed red panda?’
[chuckles]…that uses…carbon…to get to me. Rebecca, education program manager
Damian spoke about the gift shop and acknowledged that producing more goods is not
the solution, so although consumption is not a solution for conservation, the zoo still needs
money, and the gift shop works hard to make the best types of purchases. Consumption is seen as
a reality/necessity rather than a solution.
…they work hard at the gift shop to try to have things that are…as ethically and
sustainably-sourced as possible…they have quite a few items that come from indigenous
peoples, or that are made out of recycled materials...and obviously we need that revenue
to do our business…do I think we need to keep pumping more plastic and stuff in the
world?...definitely, I do not. Damian, keeper
Proyecto Tití has the dual purpose of redirecting locals in Colombia away from the
cotton-top tamarin pet trade and toward making sustainable products.
…this program [Proyecto Tití]…they're…creating…keychains and jewelry…that money
goes to supporting that community…you're not just saying, ‘no, don't take these animals
from the wild’…line of stuffed animals that are made from…recycled water bottles…that
line…really only exists because of…zoos, aquariums, nature centers…have…come
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together to…let retailers know there is a market for this…you're…supporting the
manufacturing of these more sustainable items. Noel, assistant education and guest
program manager
Noel’s quote demonstrates how neoliberal conservation and neoliberal environmentality work in
tandem to both redirect people’s purchases and also show how green products can be profitable
to both resource-poor individuals and retailers in the Global North. In this light, zoos can
conserve in ways that are viable under capitalism. Noel’s articulation suggests that his thinking is
framed by a neoliberalized ideology and that he was thinking of conservation in relation to
consumption and market viability possibly because these are the pathways to conservation that
seem viable under capitalism. It is logical to want to save animals through ways that also allow
people to make a living, and it is reasonable to think that something needs to be marketable in
order for it to be successful, valuable, or worthy of being produced when society revolves around
money.
Purchases in the gift shop also go toward specific funds if the products that the gift shop
sells items are purchased from particular organizations, such as the Snow Leopard Trust. This is
an example of neoliberal conservation because conservation is happening with money, which
was raised through consumption.
…the gift shop…everything goes back to the zoo…the Snow Leopard Trust, it would be
when we buy things from them, so it would go back to them…We have these
bracelets…every one that you buy, they plant a tree...And then there are other ones from
that same company…if you buy one…for a bear, they donate a certain amount of money
towards that animal... Madeline, retail supervisor
Marie distinguished GHZ from for-profit zoos, so although GHZ makes revenue, since
GHZ is a nonprofit, the zoo is “providing a service to people.” The purchase of goods in the zoo
also goes toward the zoo’s operations.
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[On critiques of consumption] As a fundraiser I would say…don't consume goods, donate
money [chuckles]. But…providing all of this care and educational opportunities takes
money…there are for-profit zoos…but we're a nonprofit and we're providing a service to
people…We have business models, we have revenue cycles…if you choose to support us
through the purchase of a good, then absolutely the money from that purchase…goes to
support our zoo and our operations. Marie, donor relations and stewardship
coordinator
A number of my interlocutors said that it is their responsibility as zoo staff to educate the
public on how to properly consume so that people know that options exist and so that they can
make these choices on their own, in the future. Melody said that by offering items in the gift
shop that support conservation organizations, people then know that those items exist. They are
easy to purchase and they support a great cause. If zoo guests make these purchases at the zoo,
then they may make similar consumer choices in the future – this is an example of neoliberal
environmentality because by demonstrating ethical consumption in the zoo, they are teaching
people to make decisions regarding consumption.
If they've never seen those tags…they never saw that there's those [ethical] options…it's
right here. It's easy for you to purchase and it supports a great cause…seeing those things
right in front of them…makes the choice easier, and makes it, like, ‘hey, I did this once, I
can do it again. I should look for this stuff when I'm…in other stores that may have
the…options.’…by showing them what's there, it's easier for them to know how to make
that choice in the future. Melody, education program manager for guest programs,
former keeper
“Being mindful of purchases” was a common trend in interviews. GHZ staff will teach
people about ecolabels to look for. These are easy, consumption-based choices that zoos can help
people make, particularly in terms of helping animals on other continents.
…being mindful of those purchases that you're making…especially for our
animals…from South America and Africa…pretty far away to…feel like you have
an…impact…all of our educators who talk at those habitats will mention…that easy
ecolabel to look for, whether it's Sustainable Forestry up at tigers, or Rainforest Alliance
at spider monkeys…They're there to help the guest take those steps and be aware of those
steps. Noel, assistant education and guest program manager
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Rebecca ruminated on the possibility of getting people to change their consumption
habits and what industries people support. It is a big change to get people to start reading labels
for palm oil, for example.
You can give a lot of money and support the organizations that are doing that work on the
other side of the world. But I think it's equally, if not more important, to…look at…what
industry you're supporting…What's your impact? So…’great. I donated all this money,
but then I'm gonna go and support this company that…uses palm oil.’
[chuckles]…recognizing that that's a lot of work for people to do...there's little
improvements that everybody can make...how do we get more people to chip away at it?
Rebecca, education program manager
GHZ’s gift shop sells ecofriendly stuffed animals, including some that are made from
recycled bottles and have stitched eyes. The gift shop also sells reusable straws and reusable
bags. Obviously, the gift shop wants to promote their ecofriendly goods to that people know that
they are available and buy them, a sort of teaching-through-consumption.
Some of them [stuffed animals] have tags that…tell more about that type of animal and
others not so much…we try to have all of our plush be ecofriendly…made out of
recycled bottles…the eyes are stitched…In the gift shop…we try to promote being
ecofriendly…we sell reusable straws…all of that ecofriendly, reusable stuff, reusable
bags…We make sure that we have it, so that people know that it's an option and that we
promote that…all of our bags are paper... Madeline, retail supervisor
Some interlocutors were more critical of consumption at conservation organizations, or
spoke more directly to this critique. Even if someone buys a plush that is more ecofriendly or
ethically sourced, that toy still needs to be manufactured and shipped.
It does strike me as odd… ‘buy this plush animal, and you can support this
project!’…how do we shift more of the focus to...it's always ‘reduce, reuse, recycle’ but
how do we refuse…should be one…[chuckles]. Rebecca, education program manager
Kevin was critical of conservation organizations and consumption - it is a bit of an
oversight, considering someone could refuse consumption altogether.
…It seems like a complete disconnect…encouraging people to…consume more in order
to conserve something…when the…[chuckle] single best thing…would be…produce and
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consume less...but that's a hard sell…there is something to be said about…maybe not
encouraging consumption, but directing their consumption to more sustainable
sources…that is something that I see a lot of…if you’re gonna buy coffee, buy it from
shade-grown coffee…palm oil…chocolate…redirecting purchases that people are gonna
make, to other products that are gonna be more…beneficial... Kevin, keeper
Micah’s response to the critique of consumption was similar to Kevin’s. No matter what
zoos and other conservation organizations tell the public about consumption, people will
consume. Micah used the example of the Monterey Bay Aquarium’s Seafood Watch program,
which, instead of discouraging people from eating seafood, they inform people which fisheries
are more sustainable than others, since they know that people will still buy seafood even if they
say to not buy seafood.
…What it…really boils down to is…responsible consumption…Monterey Bay
Aquarium’s Seafood Watch program…they're aware that no matter what they do, people
are going to eat seafood…palm oil… kids are gonna go out for Halloween...If the zoo can
encourage people to…use palm oil-free candy…I don't think that zoos and aquariums are
encouraging consumption above and beyond what would normally be consumed. I think
they're managing consumption responsively…which, to me, is the right thing to do.
Micah, general curator/animal department director
…Snares to Wares program…people want artwork in their house…maybe you can
support…conservation…through supporting these local people who are making art
sculptures out of tire wires instead of snaring animals…that's the only other way they
could get money…but… consumption’s a part of life. You can't survive without
it…it's…our responsibility to tell people how they can do that in a way that supports
conserving wild animals and the places where they live. Micah, general curator/animal
department director
Sophie did not see consumption as a negative thing, but rather that conservation
organizations are steering people away from mass-produced products that would be worse for the
environment.
…when people in conservation are pushing people to purchase certain things…the ways
those things are produced and managed…take the environment into consideration…if
you buy stuff that’s…made from bamboo instead of this certain tree that everyone’s
mass-producing, you’re saving these trees that are now on the brink of extinction by
using a different type of material to make the same product…I think that’s where the
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conservation piece is pushing…by doing that, it’s not negative…it’s slowing down the
deforestation …I don’t think that conservation funds are pushing for mass-produced
products… Sophie, development assistant
Marie also spoke about how she thinks she has a personal responsibility for conservation,
so making choices in her daily like that are more environmental-friendly is something that she
personally feels responsible for.
…With red panda conservation…you can…give a gift…there's lots of great organizations
in the red pandas’ native area that do great work in preserving…you can make
sustainable purchases…I feel like I have a personal responsibility of
conservation…through my job and otherwise, whether it's my family or my friends, I
have a responsibility to ensure that…our world is here for a very long time. Marie,
donor relations and stewardship coordinator
A neoliberal ideology is framing Marie’s worldview because she was describing what she herself
can do to conserve (self-governance or self-regulation in ways that are consistent with
conservation asks). She had given the example of taking a bus instead of driving to work – the
incentive to use the bus, which is a message that many with access to buses are inundated with
since childhood by “society,” comes from knowing that it is more costly to the environment (and
also for the wallet) to drive than take public transportation. What she thinks is doable to conserve
is modifying her own actions and teaching others how they can modify their actions, too – this is
logical because we are taught all our lives by “society” that making these individual choices (like
driving vs. taking a bus) has varying impacts and that one is better for the environment than the
other.
As Damien stated, zoo staff hand out Seafood Watch materials that prescribe which
companies to support.
Seafood Watch cards that we give out…it's…fisheries that are sustainable, and then
fisheries that are, well, ‘okay,’ and then fisheries that…we shouldn't be supporting with
our…dollars. Damien, keeper
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A part of neoliberal environmental subject-making in is advising people on which companies to
support (or how to consume in ways that are either sustainable or not). This is neoliberalized
conservation because corporations are involved in conservation through offering better choices
for their customers, thus making conservation and sustainability compatible with capitalist
markets. The idea “consume to conserve” is an oxymoron, however, because probably no
amount of commercial fishing is great for the environment. But, Seafood Watch has deemed
certain companies better than others because they know that people will eat fish no matter what.
There is a subtle difference between whether a consumer thinks “this fishery is 100% sustainable
therefore I can buy all I want” or “this fishery is more sustainable, but I will still limit the amount
I buy.” Regardless, companies are being supported and capitalism lives on, so both represent
neoliberalized conservation.
As shown in this section, some of the major ways that zoos participate in conservation is
through green market-based solutions. Many green organizations that receive GHZ’s grants have
educational and alternative economic solutions for providing for livelihoods. The nonprofits that
GHZ zoo supports teach resource-poor people in the Global South how to participate in green
markets so that they do not have to subsistence hunt or work in the illicit pet trade, which is both
curbing behavior and making sustainable goods profitable. Educating local children about
animals is another component to these grants.
Some instances of neoliberal conservation may include conservation organizations
marketing items in ways that might make people feel better about purchasing them, such as “buy
this item to conserve the rainforest!” or coffee that is labeled by Rainforest Alliance. This is
paradoxical because that chocolate bar or that bag of coffee still has some environmental
consequences, whether the good is more sustainably-sourced or whether the company donates
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10% of its proceeds to a cause. In the case of donating and ethical purchases, money is still being
used to “save the planet.” Like Kevin and Rebecca said, it may be better to simply not buy a
product. Kevin and Rebecca’s advice to “refuse” consumption stands out to me, since instead of
making people aware of responsible consumption, they are encouraging no consumption. “No
consumption,” however, would be unrealistic for most of GHZ’s audience, and as Kevin pointed
out, even “reduced consumption” is a “hard sell.” Realistically, conserving through neoliberalism
and capitalist markets is the only way to conserve because that is how our neoliberalized minds
have been trained by “society” to think.
Neoliberal environmentality and neoliberal conservation work in tandem to both
encourage people to buy ethically-sourced goods as well make these goods an option in
consumption-oriented conservation. When I brought up consumption in interviews, many
interlocutors responded by talking about what I have deemed “responsible consumption.” The
zoo offers choices to consumers in an attempt to demonstrate to people what alternative ways of
consuming are. For example, some interlocutors mentioned that GHZ offers no plastic food and
beverage containers, and the hope is that consumers will realize this and understand that nonsingle-use plastic options exist.
Rather than seeing consumption as a solution to conservation issues, my interlocutors see
ethical consumption as one way of ameliorating conservation issues within the confines of
capitalism. The nature/culture divide still exists and nature is still commodified and profitable,
only the green companies that are profiting seem better than companies that produce more
unsustainably. I would not say that any of my interlocutors embraced consumption as a perfect
solution to environmental destruction, like staunch neoliberal conservation seems to tout. Rather,
GHZ staff see consumption as a reality, as something that people will do every day, whether that
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is consumption that is based in needs or wants. My interlocutors understand that we have to be
realistic and understand that people will consume, it is just a matter of what. They do not see it as
“if you swipe your card, you are saving the planet.” Rather, they want consumers to make
responsible choices framed through consumption – “buy this instead of that, it has a better
impact,” etc. Green solutions are extremely marketable and on trend – this is obvious from
browsing any social media platform and following influencers. Telling people to consume less
does not make money and is not a viable/realistic solution as long as capitalism exists, and my
data suggests that my interlocutors know this. It is harm reduction rather than harm elimination
for people who want to maintain their current levels of consumption, and my interlocutors
understand that telling people to produce and consume less is again, as Kevin described, a “hard
sell.”
Other ways of participating in neoliberalized conservation include advertising charming
images of animals (consumers see the enchanting images of animals and feel compelled to come
to the zoo and perhaps donate or purchase items in the zoo). These advertisements may be
available in newspapers, on news stations, on billboards, etc. To obtain large donations, a zoo
may host donor events, and to obtain smaller donations, a zoo may promote donation
opportunities either online or in the zoo. Money obtained from donations, admissions,
experiences, membership purchases, food and beverage sales, and merchandise sales goes toward
supporting a zoo’s operations, which may include a budget for field conservation projects and
grants for conservation organizations. Reading zoo signage (“support the Zoo to support
wildlife”) also suggests that if people want to support animals in the wild, paying a visit to the
zoo (and purchasing items and experiences inside) or donating are ways to help wildlife.
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Education and Encouraging Transformative Behavior
This section focuses on how zoos and their educational goals aim to teach people about
conservation issues and what they as individuals can do, since one of the main ways that zoos
conserve is through education and encouraging transformative behavior in their guests. Zoos
need the public in order to conserve. Recreation draws people to zoos and it is an experience that
people consume for pleasure. Zoos rely on this recreation factor to attract guests – only then can
they conserve.
Our…purpose is…primarily to…conserve species…but recognizing that we can't do that
without the public…there is a huge education piece there. But it's the fine balance of
recognizing, too, that we are a recreation area…our three purposes of a zoo are education,
conservation, and recreation…recreation gets people in the door…we then have a
commitment to educate those visitors and then ideally…shift them and…their focus to
wanting to conserve the species that they've…just engaged with. Rebecca, education
program manager
Sophie spoke about emotional connections with animals and how that impacts education.
Zoo staff can help make emotional connections between their guests and the environment.
Ultimately, zoos making these affective connections between their animals and their guests is a
way to drive change through education.
…educating, that's…our big thing…teaching them about the animals and what they can
do to help save them….making people aware of what they're doing…it's creating this
emotional connection to the environment...once people are thinking, ‘oh, you're right, I
do buy this stuff, and that is bad, so now I'm gonna make the conscious choice to buy this
instead’ and… ‘I can actively see the animal that's being impacted. Now I know what I'm
doing…let's change it’…bridging that gap...And…that's…a driving factor of change…to
have that connection… Sophie, development assistant
Bernie spoke about how anyone can conserve in their daily life. This demonstrates that
zoos operate with a more neoliberalized form of environmentality where any one individual can
conserve by policing themselves – the responsibility does not reside only with organizations.
Individuals have the power to conserve; everyday conservation could look like not buying plastic
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straws or planting a garden that is hospitable to butterflies, and contributing to citizen science
programs like Frog Watch and Monarch Watch.
...people tend to think of conservation as something that…some organization does…The
Nature Conservancy or the Grand Hill Zoo…but it's really something we all do in our
everyday life…that's…the thing that people need to realize… Bernie, conservation
manager
Zoos want to model certain behaviors for their guests that they can do in their own
backyards, a neoliberalized kind of conservation because the audience is the public and not
elites12 (bottom-up approach) and because a decentralized power is doing the educating. An
externalized incentive to conserve might look like being educated to recycle because it is
supposedly less costly to the environment compared to throwing things in the trash (although
recycling is expensive, which is why there is little incentive to do it).
...Are there ways in which…we can encourage specific actions at home...like…encourage
people to recycle, responsible water use…there’s things like monarch butterflies...We've
recently joined monarch SAFE, which is an AZA program where we can
model…fostering…nectarine plants…things like Monarch Watch…what are some of
those conservation actions that people can take in…their own backyards?...give people
that idea that ‘I'm part of this too... Bernie, conservation manager
Bernie went on to say that supporting conservation organization like zoos is critical for
individuals to do.
…making smarter choices about the sort of fuel consumption that you have…supporting
organizations like the zoo or The Nature Conservancy…your local park district…making
different choices about…what sort of politics you support [chuckles] and…supporting
organizations and movements to preserve habitats in the wild... Bernie, conservation
manager

I do not mean that zoos do not speak to elites at all…a former House of Representatives member’s family came
through my ticket checkpoint once, and zoos partner with large corporations/prominent figures (GHZ partnered with
an NFL player in 2020 for their red panda naming contest.)
12
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The idea of corporate responsibility/change as a result of zoo education came up in one
interview. Several interlocutors spoke about how big donors can learn about conservation and
then spread that message, but they did not speak specifically about any changes that their
corporate partners might have made in their business practices. With virtually all of my
interlocutors, speaking about education was almost always in the context of everyday people and
the changes that they can make, not changes that corporations can make. I did ask Kevin if he
had seen any curbing of business practices from their partners, because in the interview he had
said that donors can “make things happen.”
[on changing ‘big donor’ habits]…[change] how their corporation is working, or how
their businesses run it….Besides just donations to us, it could be donations to other
conservation partners in the area…I mean, I hope it [corporate change] happens. I feel
like it does…this is just guessing, but…there's a few big corporations that I feel like…do
make changes to their corporate policies... But…I don't have…direct evidence of that, but
it certainly seems that way. Kevin, keeper
Kevin was hopeful and thought that their partner corporations have changed their practices, but
he did not know for sure. Information about corporate change might not be widely known
amongst most of the employees at GHZ. However, Kevin did say that one corporate practice
would be donating to both GHZ and other conservation organizations in the area, so perhaps
their role in conservation is more about financial involvement and less about behavior changes.
This suggests that corporate change may be more involved in just neoliberalized conservation as
to opposed to becoming environmental subjects as well.
If education goals in zoos are changing to be more conservation-oriented like Rebecca
describes, this is an example of neoliberalized environmentality because zoos are educating
people about conservation issues ultimately so that they can go on and self-modify their
behaviors to be more conservation-friendly.
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Over the last 10 years, there's been a much bigger shift for education programming to be
more aligned with the conservation goals that we have…and then also just serving to
strengthen community awareness for the zoo, and sort of seeing us as…a conservation
and wildlife expert in the area. Rebecca, education program manager
A part of this education is telling people about the work that zoos do for fostering species
such as the California condor, which is being released by zoos. This education hopefully
encourages behaviors that are sustainable.
…we have the opportunity to...protect our natural environment and…encourage our
guests to…do so as well…we play a very important role in conservation of…wild
animals and wild places…we have the opportunity to teach our guests about that, and
hopefully…encourage transformative behavior…and it's not just about animal
conservation…it's about sustainability…making sure that our practices…encourage
positive behaviors from our guests, whether it's…composting or recycling or energy use,
water use… Micah, general curator/animal department director
Tying in with neoliberal conservation, Rebecca thought that the zoo should improve upon
its communication and let guests know exactly where their money goes should they choose to
donate or spend money in the zoo. Rebecca wants GHZ to be more widely-known so that they
can engage with even more people, regionally. In neoliberal fashion, Rebecca believes it is the
zoo’s responsibility to engage with their guests in order to conserve through them.
…how do we use [animals] to engage the visitors?...excite them…things that they can do
to conserve the wild spaces and places. The engagement…is on us as a zoo…especially
the education department…they…see that the money they spend at the zoo…or
donate…I think the more that we can engage education, and even our administration
staff…getting our…volunteers and our members and our visitors directly engaged with
that work as well... Rebecca, education program manager
GHZ offers education about animals and ethical consumption. If people are more aware
of their everyday actions and consequences, then they may be more likely to make changes. A
major portion of their educational content online is related to ethical consumption, as well.
…how our day-to-day lives impact those animals…whether it's something more extreme
as our direct actions…Or it’s something that seems less direct…the things you purchase
might have palm oil harvested from somewhere that's impacting orangs.’…we offer the
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opportunity to learn more about those actions and…how you can avoid doing those
things. Noel, assistant education and guest program manager
The zoo’s education extends beyond teaching people about animals and can try to alter
consumption habits.
…what we're doing and we can push them to modify behaviors and have a bigger
impact…the behaviors like their…consumption, choices for things…like palm
oil…recycling… Kevin, keeper
Resonating with the public and making connections with them is important. Involving the public
and showing them what they can do is vital.
We can help spread the message of what is appropriate, what isn't appropriate…those
small steps…whether it's planting a garden at your house or not using pesticides…and
making sure there's a wide variety of opportunities…one thing is not going to resonate
with everybody…showing them…what steps that they can take to…help animals that are
in their own backyard as well as help animals that are across the world. Melody,
education program manager for guest programs, former keeper
Because the zoo is teaching people about small, everyday tasks people can do differently,
this reinforces the individualist nature (and the consumption-oriented objectives that
interlocutors spoke about, such as Seafood Watch education) of neoliberal environmentality and
neoliberal conservation. Behaviors involving “sustainability, recycling, and reusing” are what
zoos encourage. In 2019, GHZ built a meerkat exhibit, which has the highest sustainability
certification for an exhibit in the state. This message is then delivered to guests and donors,
which hopefully encourages them to support sustainable energy sources, for example. Still,
supporting green energy sources is still a way of making conservation fit into a market-based
economy because the green energy sources must be profitable.
The zoo is going…to try and influence behaviors that are closest to its mission
statement…sustainability, recycling, reusing…we just built…a meerkat exhibit that has
the highest level of sustainability…certification…in [state]…through use of solar power
and recycled materials…and that message is delivered to our guests…and our
donors…doing that hopefully encourages people to say, ‘hey…if we can help with global
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warming through supporting sustainably-produced electricity and maybe I’ll do that in
my own life.’ Micah, general curator/animal department director
Melody spoke about how their zoo “walks the talk,” so the zoo performs the behaviors
that they teach. The zoo wants to “provide opportunities to make the right choices,” so when
guests come, they will hopefully emulate the zoo in their daily lives. “Walking the talk” is an
example of neoliberalized environmentality because a decentralized institution (a zoo) has the
responsibility of educating the public, and zoo staff see it as their responsibility to educate the
public. Zoo staff want the public to know that they can depend on the zoo to be a behavioral
model and an authority on conservation in the area, so perhaps that could put the zoo “on the
map” and more tourists would want to come when they visit the city. Ease is also a factor – the
zoo has positioned itself to make it easy for their guests to engage in the kind of behaviors that
the zoo models and teaches.
…we try to have those standards…getting rid of…single-use plastic…when you go to the
store and you have 20 million options…you can…think about those things, because when
you're here, you don't have 20 million options…Here's why we give you paper
straws…we encourage people to bring their own water bottles...we…try to walk…the
talk that we give…making sure that we are providing opportunities to make the right
choices…and make it easy for them. Melody, education program manager for guest
programs, former keeper
Rebecca also talked about how the zoo can act as a model for the public when it comes to
encouraging particular behaviors, such as keeping a pollinator garden. Additionally, not serving
plastic at the zoo then shows the public that there are alternatives available. Again, as with
Melody’s quote above, the zoo acting as a model for people and then instructing those people
how to live more conservation-friendly lives is an example of neoliberal environmentality
playing out.
…we can be really engaging with education…be directly engaged in the messages that
we're sending…this goes back to…how do we show active conservation on site?…and
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then give people opportunities to engage in the behaviors that we want to see them doing
when they go home…you can't consume plastic if you come to the zoo…using that as an
opportunity to show people the alternatives…we have to first be living the example that
we want to show others… Rebecca, education program manager
Micah spoke of the importance of protecting our local environment, which will be more
familiar and accessible to the public. Again, the emphasis is on ease and accessibility.
If we’re delivering a message, and we’re trying to encourage transformative behavior,
and we’re trying to get people to take action, they’re going to be more inclined to do so if
it’s in their own backyard… Micah, general curator/animal department director
The summer 2020 naming contest for the red panda babies was an opportunity to teach
people about red pandas and a way to raise funds for red pandas.
…we did a naming contest for our red panda cubs...although people thought that that was
super cute and people love the red pandas, we made sure that…we're teaching you that
there's less than 2500 adult red pandas in the wild…it’s really important to support them
and by supporting the zoo, this is what you can do…through our jobs we do a lot of
educating and…sharing with people how they can have a part in that. Marie, donor
relations and stewardship coordinator
This would be an example of neoliberal conservation being accomplished, since the red pandas
were being supported through capital means.
Kevin was critical of guest education – he thought that education should be focused more
on local wildlife and less focused on donating abroad, since this is where people’s actions can
have the biggest impact. If the public can do something small in their local environment, then
that could have a bigger impact on local wildlife, such as by not leaving trash at the beach. This
still speaks to a neoliberalized environmentality where average people can do some small things
in their local environment that could have an impact, but Kevin also pointed out that the average
person will not always have an impact on the global scale, which is an issue with neoliberal
environmentality and neoliberal conservation.
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…your impact is so minimal…there's a few key things where…zoos could step in and
really make a difference…But, the vast majority of people who walk through the gates
are never going to send money to some foreign project. They're never going to travel to
some other part of the world. They're never gonna change any behavior that’s gonna have
a meaningful impact on…bongos in Kenya…But if we can have them make very minor
changes…like, what sort of trash they’re leaving behind in the rivers here in
[state]…That will have a meaningful impact on the conservation of our local wildlife…
Kevin, keeper
My data suggest that zoo staff operate using neoliberal ideologies in education.
Neoliberal environmentality plays a major role in the conservation mission of zoos and
influencing guests to care about animals, either through spectacle attractions, personal
connections with animals, or conservation education. A positive affective relationship between
zoo animals and zoogoers, in the eyes of zoo staff, is what ignites that transformation and
inspires zoogoers to do good either through changing behavior and consumption practices or
through donating to the zoo or other conservation organizations. Some of my interlocutors
described this behavior as a “conservation ethic,” or a mindset that organizations and individuals
can have that makes them conservation-minded. Zoos aim to create environmental subjects when
they educate their guests about conservation issues and practices that they can do in their daily
lives that are conducive to positive environmental impacts, thereby fulfilling the zoo’s mission to
educate the public about conservation and conserve indirectly through their guests. Ultimately,
the affect produced and the subsequent creation of the environmental subject is a product of zoo
animals being rendered as spectacles, living in human care, and the animals being a part of a
purchased experience.
Essentially, the conservation asks, for the most part, are simple or consumption-based.
This was a trend through virtually all of my interviews – the conservation asks tended to be very
simple things that most everyone can implement (people can self-govern based on what they
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know to be better for the environment). The staff know that trying to influence guests to make a
sweeping change in their lives is not effective. Their main audience is everyday Americans of all
ages, and some will be reluctant to change. This is also why several interlocutors mentioned that
speaking to children is sometimes easier than adults, because children are more receptive. Staff
said that not everyone is on the same level, so for some people, something as simple as not using
plastic bags is a major lifestyle change. The asks might also depend on age (children might not
care about planting pollinator gardens or lawn care, but “leaving nature alone,” as Noel had said,
seems more geared toward children).
In addition to using money to conserve, the effects of neoliberalization, including the
decentering of government, affect conservation. Conservation is seen as something that
organizations such as nonprofits and educational institutions do, not the central government. As
shown in interview excerpts, there was an emphasis on the idea that conservation can be done by
anyone, not just specialized organizations.
Zoos’ Power to Impact
This section is about the potential impact that zoos can have on the public. Several
interlocutors spoke about the general importance of zoos in conservation; zoos’ institutional
power comes into play because they reach so many people each year, as they are popular
attractions around the country. I felt that including these quotes was important because they
show how my interlocutors feel about their power as a zoo to move and influence people so that
they change their behavior or mindsets about nature, which many staff said was the zoo’s main
function and the main way in which they contribute to conservation.
Micah said that zoos are effectively indispensable for public education, which speaks to
the impact of keeping animal spectacles, curating affective encounters with animals, and
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educating people and the importance of zoos in particular in a neoliberal style of nature
governance.
…it's something like…the number of people that visit zoos and aquariums over the
course of the year exceeds every professional sports group combined…tons of people
are…learning about animals and what they can do to support them…They wouldn't be
able to learn that without zoos. Micah, general curator/animal department director
Similarly, Rebecca recognized that zoos have a lot of power because of the number of
people they see every year. Realistically, not everyone visiting a zoo will change their behavior.
Some visitors may not even be concerned about the environment. However, even affecting a
fraction of visitors would have a great impact, according to Rebecca. Rebecca used the word
“power” specifically, so this supports the idea of zoos aiming to instill environmentality as a
behavioral outcome and a mindset change. Rebecca believes that their power has great potential.
…we play such an important role given the number of people we have coming through
our gates every year…how do we responsibly manage that…recognizing our power? And
using it to…move people along that behavior…shift…to engage more people in
conservation…our goal of…every person that walks through our gates is going to do X
when they leave…or even a fraction of that, I think we would have a huge impact on the
world around us. Rebecca, education program manager
Overall, staff saw the zoo’s ability to impact people to care about nature as their biggest
asset. If zoo guests leave the zoo and become environmental subjects, they could have an impact.
Zoo staff believe that zoos have the potential to affect change in this world by impacting their
guests, so zoos may offer ways of bettering our relationship with nature.
Zoos offer memorable experiences in exchange for money that is then used to operate the
zoo, provide care for the animals, and fund conservation organizations. The spectacle of the
animals can be used to entertain, educate, as well as fund conservation organizations through
green markets and grants. This, in addition to being sponsored by several national corporations,
is a manifestation of neoliberal conservation, something that is a reality under capitalism.
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Neoliberal environmentality and neoliberal conservation are inextricably linked when it
comes to zoos and conservation. Zoos want their guests to know that there are ways to consume
more sustainably, and this in turn helps fund conservation so that it is compatible with a marketbased economy. Ethical consumption was a major focus of GHZ’s educational goals, so it makes
sense that education is intertwined with neoliberal environmentality and neoliberal conservation.
In this chapter, by showing interview excerpts from 10 zoo staff, I attempted to explain
how particular theoretical lenses (biopower, spectacle, affect, neoliberal environmentality and
conservation) can be used to analyze zoo staff discourse about zoo operations to learn how zoos
conserve. I argued that zoo staff see conservation taking place through their zoo’s operations,
their animals, and through their zoo guests in ways that evoke notions of biopower, spectacle,
affect, neoliberal environmentality and conservation.
I argue based on zoo staff discourse that zoos exercise biopower (and pastoral
power/power of care as a subset of biopower) over their animals to conserve, since operations
like breeding caring for animals makes them live. Biopower assumes that the nature/culture
divide and power differentials between humans and nonhumans are active, so this suggests that
zoo staff, like much of Western society, operate under assumptions of the nature/culture divide.
There were a few times when this dualism was challenged regarding the ethics of captivity and
using animals, but ultimately zoo staff believe that it is their job to keep the animals alive and
well through a power of care.
I argue that zoo staff use animal spectacles to conserve, and this manifests as zoo staff
using their animals to both inspire and education their guests. Most interlocutors agreed that
entertainment is a major component of zoos, but that zoos leverage that entertainment and use it
as a tool to conserve through their guests. Guests consume animals through sensory experiences
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and by paying for zoo admission and in return they receive amusement, and they may feel
inspired and educated. Zoo staff emphasized that they want to inspire and educate their guests,
and seeing animals in person is one way to do this. Zoo staff talked about different ways that
their educational programming can affect people, including how the zoo models and encourages
various behaviors that they want to instill in their guests. The behaviors that zoos teach about
often include consumption-related ways that people can support conservation efforts and simple
things that people can do in their everyday lives. Donating to the zoo and to their partner
organizations is one way to help, which suggests that neoliberalized forms of conservation are
taking place. Importantly, the zoo offers items in their gift shop and at other vendors in the zoo
that monetarily support conservation, so by purchasing a stuffed animal, a person can support a
capitalist-friendly conservation with their dollars. Overall, zoo staff were positive regarding
ethical consumption, since consumption is a part of life, although some zoo staff were more
critical of the consume-to-conserve model and argued that less or no consumption would be
preferable, although not realistic. There was little objection to the idea of using money to
conserve.
The nature/culture divide remains prevalent today – although our relationships with
menagerie have changed over the past 5,000 years, my sample of modern zoo professionals
believe that we need to act as environmental stewards and care for and manage our surroundings,
which ultimately reinforces a dynamic where humans are in a position of power over
nonhumans. In a capitalistic reality, human and nonhuman lives seem very much distinct from
one other, as per the Western dualistic worldview.
Throughout all of the various ways that zoo staff talked about how their zoo conserves,
from my perspective there are several foundational structures in place: the nature/cultural divide,
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the commodification of nature, and neoliberal capitalist worldviews. These three foundations that
I believe to be informing zoo staff rhetoric interconnect because the nature/culture divide is what
allows for the commodification and use of nature in neoliberal conservation. According to
Fletcher (2019), as long as capitalism and the nature/culture dichotomy exist, mainstream
neoliberal conservation and the subjugation and profiting of nature will exist.
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CHAPTER V
DISCUSSION
Broadly, this thesis explored how 10 zoo staff see both their own zoo and other
accredited American zoos as contributing to conservation. I have shown data that reflects several
theoretical frameworks that other scholars have used to study zoos and conservation. I have
attempted to connect these frameworks (biopower, spectacle, affect, neoliberal environmentality,
and neoliberal environmentality), because I believe that they work together and can be used to
analyze how modern zoos conserve. In this chapter, I will discuss the results of those findings
and their broader significance.
My research questions were the following:
1. According to zoo staff, how do zoos contribute to conservation?
a. How do zoo staff see their workplace and their animals living in captivity as
contributing to conservation efforts, both directly through the institution itself and
indirectly through the public?
2. How do zoos utilize captivity as a form of biopower, spectacle, affect, neoliberal
environmentality, and neoliberal conservation to support their conservation efforts?
In short, my data show how zoo staff discuss conservation and that their discourses evoke
particular ideas about how modern, mainstream conservation is accomplished. Zoo staff talked
about how they and their animals contribute to/help conservation and how their zoo can conserve
through their guests. Zoo staff and the captive animals they care for contribute to conservation
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mainly by breeding animals through programs like SSPs and SAFE, and breeding animals in
captivity reduces wild collection so that wild populations can remain intact. The other role of zoo
animals is that they act as ambassadors for their species and have the power to affect people
when the animals are seen, heard, smelled, and touched, according to zoo staff. Zoo staffs’
efforts to educate their guests also has the power to impact people to become more conservationminded by changing their everyday behaviors and consumption habits. Many zoo staff spoke
about how their zoo tries very hard to both act as a model for the public in portraying
conservation-friendly behaviors and by offering more environmentally-friendly items in their gift
shop, thus showing people that there are accessible options and easy ways to reduce their
environmental impacts.
Based on my interpretation of what my interlocutors said, their discourses resonate with
what has previously been written about captivity and biopolitical power (Acampora 2005;
Braverman 2012a; Braverman 2012b; Braverman 2014b; Chrulew 2011) in that biopolitical and
pastoral power over animals can manifest as captive animal management and caring for animals.
This power stems from the nature/culture divide and nonhuman animals having a status that is
“lesser” than that of humans, allowing humans to have control over and manage nonhuman
animals, making them live through care and various scientific technologies. My research
provides more context for how the nature/culture divide, biopolitics and pastoral power are
enacted by a small sample of zoo staff in one accredited, mid-sized Midwestern zoo. My
interlocutors expressed mainly notions of care for their animals, whether that was through
population management, feeding, medical care, security, providing training and enrichment, or
participating in local field projects. Zoo staff ultimately want to help species, which is a result of
humans having power and control over animals and reinforcing and perpetuating that power by
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making animals live. The maintenance of zoo animals keeps them in captivity, since most
animals that are born/raised in captivity could not survive in the wild, and allows the animals to
then be displayed in zoos as spectacles for entertainment, education, and conservation purposes.
Several staff mentioned that zoo animals could be released in the future if necessary, but that is
generally not what occurs in zoos now unless the animals are a part of special catch-release
programs. Several staff mentioned negative aspects of captivity and how it is not always the bestcase scenario, but generally zoo staff spoke positively about captive settings and what they
provide for animals as long as there is no place for many animals in the wild. My interlocutors
saw captivity as more of a necessity than anything – it has shortcomings, but is preferable to a
wild existence in some or most cases. This has a level of irony – the reaction to the humancaused destruction of nature is putting humans in control of it.
The discourses of my interlocutors suggest that zoos create spectacles to conserve. Zoos
produce spectacles for entertainment, education, and conservation, which people consume by
seeing, hearing, touching, and smelling animals. While traditional spectacle refers mainly to the
visual consumption of an image (Debord 1967; Igoe 2010; Igoe 2017) my data suggests that
spectacle in zoos transcends visual consumption. This more immersive experience involving the
consumption of animals in zoos, channeling up to four senses, is ultimately more powerful than
visual consumption alone, according to interlocutors. By consuming these displayed animal
spectacles, the public can be entertained, but interlocutors stressed that an animal’s value goes
beyond being mere spectacles for entertainment; rather, displayed animals can be used as tools
for education and conservation. In order for zoos to achieve their education and conservation
goals, zoos use their animal spectacles to produce affective encounters where their guests are
affected and moved to action by visually, auditorily, tactilely, and olfactorily consuming their
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animals. This matters in part because entering a zoo, seeing the animals, receiving that education,
and obtaining an environmentally-friendly good is commodified; guests pay admission in
exchange for affective experiences and education, similarly to what Brondo (2019) wrote about
regarding spectacle and affect economy. In zoo staff discourse, the consumption of the spectacle
(see animals and wanting to donate or change behavior) is what leads to conservation.
Zoo staff ultimately hope that zoogoers will be inspired by their zoo’s animals. Zoo staff
discourse suggests that due to the immersive nature of zoos, animal displays become sites of
affective encounters that impact and move people (Brondo 2019; Despret 2004; Parreñas 2012;
2018) and instill a desire to conserve or a conservation ethic. Affect is created through zoos
facilitating personal connections with animals, and zoo staff want these to be relationships rooted
in a sense of respect, care, and love for animals. Once zoogoers have felt that spark, zoo staff
hope that their guests will go on to change their behavior or possibly donate to the zoo or their
partner organizations. This is important because generating affect by promoting spectacle is one
of the major ways that zoos conserve.
My data suggests that GHZ conserves within the confines of capitalism as well as the
nature/culture divide, therefore they are engaging in mainstream, neoliberal forms of
conservation (Brockington and Igoe 2007; Büscher and Fletcher 2019; Fletcher 2010; Fletcher
2020). A significant way that GHZ conserves is by collecting donations, sponsorships, and
awarding grants to in situ organizations and researchers, so capital is being used to conserve.
GHZ’s merchandise is also sustainably-sourced from organizations that teach resource-poor
individuals how to participate in alterative green economies. Locals’ ways of procuring money
then becomes more conservation-friendly and they can earn a living by selling their sustainablesourced goods to zoos, aquariums, and other similar institutions in the Global North. These
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goods are then sold to Global Northerners who choose to participate in green consumption;
conservation becomes compatible with consumption. Political ecologists (see Brockington and
Igoe 2007; Büscher and Fletcher 2019; Fletcher 2010; Fletcher 2020) critique mainstream
neoliberal conservation because it is paradoxical; it involves the commodification of nature,
making conservation capitalism-friendly, and using capital to conserve, when capitalism and
making nature profitable are detrimental to the environment. So, it would seem that in order to
end environmental degradation, we would have to move away from capitalism toward a system
that is more sustainable, not reinforce/perpetuate growth-driven capitalism.
The educational aspects of zoos that my interlocutors talked about resonated with
scholarship about neoliberal environmentality, a type of self-regulated “mentality” where
individuals are incentivized to be more environmentally-conscious, becoming environmental
subjects (Fletcher 2010). My interlocutors felt strongly that zoos play a powerful role in
educating and inspiring the public to care about nature and encouraging transformative behavior,
which could ultimately lead to the creation of a conservation-minded community. In addition to
the (decentralized) educational programming that the zoo offers about animals and their
conservation statuses in the wild, zoos want their guests to walk away with a “mindset and an
appreciation for animals,” as one interlocutor said. The behavioral changes that zoos want to
encourage usually manifest as small, simple steps that the average person can take in their daily
lives. The zoo models the behavioral changes that they hope their guests make, such as reducing
plastic consumption. Often these changes are consumption-oriented and encourage people to
purchase certain items in place of others, but changes also include things such as not using
pesticides in lawncare or planting pollinator gardens. The main audience of the zoo’s educational
programing appears to be the general public/consumers since there was an emphasis on the fact
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that conservation is something that everyone can participate in and they want to involve as many
people as they can. There was rhetoric from some zoo staff who felt that it was their/the zoo’s
responsibility to educate the public about environmental issues and how the public can take
action, which signifies that some interlocutors have a neoliberalized environmentality when it
comes to conserving by instilling community environmental ethics to conserve.
To summarize how zoos conserve, humans care for and biopolitically manage animals in
captivity, and these animals are then displayed as spectacles and consumed in exchange for
capital. Once the animals are consumed, visually or otherwise, their value and utility are seen in
their ability to move and affect people emotionally so that people will then want to change their
behavior or donate. In terms of green consumption, natural resources are being used to
produce/transport goods that are then monetized. On another level, the sustainably-sourced
goods that zoos sell are sometimes made from materials that are the result of previous resource
extraction, consumption, and pollution. Essentially, nature is used to garner capital and that
capital is used to save nature. The nature/culture divide makes it so that we can use, manage,
monetize, display, consume, and save nature in neoliberal fashion.
What these theoretical frameworks have in common is that all of them are rooted in
neoliberal capitalist ideology and governance, the nature/culture separation, and the
commodification of nature. I did not specifically ask my interlocutors about the nature/culture
divide and capitalism, but my interlocutors’ words suggest to me that they are operating under
pervasive ideologies that are present in Western thought and mainstream conservation discourse
(see Büscher and Fletcher 2019). Based on what my interlocutors said, I believe that they best fit
into Büscher and Fletcher’s (2019) “mainstream conservation” category, in which
conservationists in this category operate with capitalist ideas and with the nature/culture divide
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intact. I do not believe that my interlocutors are beyond nature/culture dichotomies, because
conservationists who are working beyond this dichotomy but within capitalism (what Büscher
and Fletcher call “new conservationists”) see anthropogenic change and things like biodiversity
loss as things that simply happen and that we should embrace “new natures” and not demonize
human-induced change (Büscher and Fletcher 2019). My interlocutors and the zoo’s programing
do speak out against human-caused destruction like poaching and animal trafficking and
biodiversity loss, so I do not believe they are at a point of seeing these sorts of things as capable
of creating “new natures” where human involvement in nature is not necessarily negative. My
interlocutors also did not say anything to me to indicate that they were trying to radicalize
themselves and their zoo guests to a point where they are post-capitalists; rather, informants were
generally positive when it came to discussing things like donations/big donors and ethical
consumption. In sum, my interlocutors spoke about conservation in ways that evoked
neoliberalized conservation rhetoric.
My work highlights the importance of zoo animals in a world where they are being
“made to live” in captivity and where zoos are educating the public about conservation and
sustainability. This is important because human managed care has implications for the future of
wildlife on this planet and how the public is educated about nature likely has some profound
impacts for how our relationship with nature will change over the course of the future. In order
for academic/theoretical propositions like the ontological turn (see Holbraad, Pedersen, and
Viveiros de Castro 2014) to be successful, Global Northerners would have to change their
paradigms regarding nature exploitation and adopt more sustainable ways of life. If the
nature/culture divide and capitalism were challenged and Global Northerners were less reliant on
the earth for resources and growth, there would be less environmental destruction and therefore
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there would be more space for animals to live in the wild. I do not believe that we are at a point
of subverting capitalism and the nature/culture divide to make coexistence with nonhumans
possible; until people in power, society at large, and all conservationists are ready to move
beyond these pervasive ideologies, human managed care of nature and ways of making
conservation work within the confines of capitalism will dominate because they are the most
realistic/pragmatic solutions at this time.
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CHAPTER VI
CONCLUSION AND FUTURE RESEARCH QUESTIONS
My data suggests that 10 staff members from one zoo speak about conservation in
particular ways that involve biopower, spectacle, affect, neoliberal environmentality and
environmental subject-making, and neoliberal conservation. These ways of conserving can help
shed light on how zoos contribute to conservation by maintaining and exhibiting their animals
and hoping for a particular human-animal connection to form, and finally hoping that the public
is inspired to either donate or change their consumption habits. My research provides insight into
dominant conservation paradigms that zoo staff maintain and how current human-animal
relations manifest in a neoliberal capitalist reality where humans manage and display animals to
drive conservation. In bridging theory and practice, we can use theory to understand how
conservation works under capitalism and to perhaps pinpoint issues with conservation and larger
structures at play and how they can be improved, possibly by imagining was of coexisting with
nature in a post-capitalist society. We must be critical of mainstream conservation paradigms in
order for conservation and our relationship with nature to improve.
I have several suggestions for future research. One of the areas lacking in this thesis is
data on zoo visitor educational outcomes, since I did not interview or conduct surveys with
people who visit zoos. Such a large part of how zoos conserve is by educating and influencing
the public, so conducting research on these outcomes would be useful data for zoos and for
researchers studying zoos. Another area lacking in this thesis is data about zoo-corporate
relations and corporate education. Since corporations play a part in environmental degradation,
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researching if zoos educate corporations and if corporations implement changes would greatly
add to this research. Research also looking at comparisons between accredited and nonaccredited zoos would also add to this research, as would multi-cited work to study the zoo’s in
situ grant recipients.
One element of guest influence and education that I think conservation organizations in
general could improve on, including zoos, would be to call out and inform guests about
politicians who support capitalistic destruction. I think that educating zoo guests on preferable
consumption habits, such as not buying foods with added palm oil and purchasing seafood from
sustainable fisheries is a good start, but I believe that there could be more of an emphasis placed
on calling out the politicians who support destructive industries. This would involve
conservation organizations taking clear political stances. Although I do not think that creating an
army of socialist leftists in a zoo will happen, maybe strides could be made in terms of
influencing local political opinions and election results. One interlocutor did mention that the
politics that people support was relevant for helping the planet, so I would love to see zoos and
other conservation institutions endorsing certain policymakers.

Limitations
My project has many limitations, including a small sample size and the fact that I
conducted this research remotely during a pandemic. The pandemic had a profound impact on
the entire world in 2020, including zoo operations and staffing. My sample size is low in part
because my interlocutors were volunteers and because of the staffing challenges created by the
COVID-19 pandemic. I was not able to meet any of my interlocutors in person and I was not
able to conduct participant observation. Because of staffing complications during the pandemic, I
had to limit my interviews to 60 minutes. The findings of my study are not representative of all
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GHZ staff and I did not speak to staff from other zoos (although some staff I spoke to had
worked at other zoos prior to GHZ).
Another major limitation is that I did not interview any zoo guests. As explained in this
thesis, zoo guests are an integral part of how zoos conserve, so my study is incomplete in this
domain.

Moving Forward
Human-nature coexistence under capitalism is complicated, and imagining alternative
futures not involving capitalism and its accompanying extraction and exploitation is difficult, or
even outside the realm of possibility, for many. Zoos have the power to make an impact on the
public regarding conservation concerns; seeing more than 180 million guests every year in the
US, which is more than the combined NFL, NBA, NHL, and MLB annual attendance
(Association of Zoos and Aquariums, Visitor Demographics), AZA-accredited zoos clearly have
the potential to influence. What should be considered moving forward is what sort of impact that
influence has on human-nature relationships and what paradigms and messaging about
conservation are being communicated to the public. Zoos want to empower the public to make
everyday strides toward living in more environmentally-friendly ways – perhaps public
empowerment is what will lead to shifts in conservation paradigms if educational messaging
breaks away from convention and engages in alternative ways of consuming and conserving.
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1. What is your job at JBZ?
a.
Can you describe what you do and what the goals of your department are?
2. Why did you decide to work at JBZ? What brought you here?
3. What is your favorite part about working at JBZ?
4. What are some things that you think JBZ excels at, and why?
5. Why do you think zoos exist?
a.
How does your work contribute to this mission?
6. What can JBZ offer to both people and animals?
7. What kind of relationship does JBZ want to foster between zoo animals and guests? How
does JBZ foster it?
8. In your own words, please describe “conservation.” What does it mean to you?
9. JBZ’s main goal (according to the mission statement) is to “inspire the community to be
actively engaged in the conservation of wildlife and the natural environment.”
a.
What role do JBZ’s animals play in reaching this goal?
b.

What role do JBZ’s visitors play in reaching this goal?

c.
How does JBZ contribute to wildlife conservation as well as educate zoo
visitors about conservation?
10. What might zoo guests be able to learn from coming to a zoo?
a.
In what ways do zoos contribute to their learning?
11. Tell me about caring for zoo animals. How do you make sure that the animals’ needs are
met?
a.
What all goes into caring for zoo animals?
b.
How do you make sure that the animals are healthy, safe, and happy?
12. What benefits might there be for animals that live in managed care, as opposed to living
in the wild?
13. Some people might be “against” zoos because the animals live in managed care, for the
public to see and enjoy. How would you respond to this critique?
14. Some scholars have critiqued conservation because conservation organizations may
encourage people to make purchases to support their organizations. Scholars think this is
peculiar because consumption is generally linked to environmental destruction (such as,
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for example, buying mass-produced items). Do you have any thoughts on this? How
would you respond to this critique of making purchases?
15. JBZ conserves animals both locally and around the world through several means,
including JBZ’s Wildlife Conservation Fund (sponsoring organizations in Asian and
African countries for lions, tigers, cheetahs, primates, etc.), the Species Survival Plans in
AZA-accredited zoos of which a number of species are a part of, and local field
conservation projects.
a.
Are you familiar with any of these conservation projects?
b.
If so, can you tell me more about them?
c.
In what ways does JBZ help conservation efforts?
d.
What other conservation efforts or programs do you think could be
implemented at JBZ? How would this further JBZ’s mission?
16. What role do zoos play in getting the public to care about animals?
17. What can zoo guests (or the public in general) do to help the situations of animals that are
affected by habitat loss or other forms of environmental destruction, human-caused or
otherwise?
18. Is there anything else that you would like to add?
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Informed Consent Form for Participation in Research for Exempt Research*
IRB Approval Number: IRB-20-123
Title of Research Study: A Zoological Spectacular: Conservation in an American Zoo
Researcher(s): Dr. Kate McClellan and Dr. David Hoffman (principal investigators),
Mississippi State University; Rita Bouwens (student researcher), Mississippi State University
Purpose: The purpose of this research is to examine, from an institutional perspective, how zoos
contribute to conservation (through the zoo itself at the institutional level and through public
outreach and education).
Procedures: We would like to ask you to participate in a research study. Your participation in
this study will consist of an interview lasting approximately forty-five minutes to one hour. You
will be asked a series of questions about your views on zoos and how JBZ contributes to
conservation. You are not required to answer any question that makes you feel uncomfortable. At
any time during the interview, you may notify the researcher that you would like to stop the
interview and your participation in the study. There is no penalty for discontinuing participation.
Questions: If you have any questions about this research project or want to provide input, please
feel free to contact Rita Bouwens at (616)-328-2627 (email: rb2201@msstate.edu) or Dr. Kate
McClellan and Dr. David Hoffman (faculty advisors) at (662)-325-4608 (email:
lkm195@msstate.edu) and (662)-325-7524 (email: dhoffman@anthro.msstate.edu), respectively.
Voluntary Participation: Please understand that your participation is voluntary. Your refusal
to participate will involve no penalty or loss of benefits to which you are otherwise entitled.
You may discontinue your participation at any time without penalty or loss of benefits.
Please take all the time you need to read through this document and decide whether
you would like to participate in this research study.
If you decide to participate, your completion of the research procedures indicates your
consent. Please keep this form for your records.
*The MSU HRPP has granted an exemption for this research. Therefore, a formal review of this
consent document was not required.
Research Participant Satisfaction Survey
In an effort to ensure ongoing protections of human subjects participating in research, the MSU
HRPP would like for research participants to complete this anonymous survey to let us know
about your experience. Your opinion is important, and your responses will help us evaluate the
process for participation in research studies. https://www.surveymonkey.com/r/M5M95YF
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